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ABSTRACT 
This thesis seeks to study the current historical era, when dominant political discourses 
are suggesting that ideology and ideological politics belong to the past, via a focus on 
the talk oflocal politicians. An ideological analysis of councillors' discussion of the 
current and past political situation in the council and further afield, and their own 
relation to it, is conducted. In this way, the discursive means through which the end-of-
ideology era is practically realised, are highlighted. Of special relevance to this analysis 
is the Third Way agenda espoused by New Labour and its allies. This recommends the 
replacement of the traditional agonistic politics ofleft and right with a consensual, non-
political politics. The thesis considers the wider historical conditions and effectiveness 
of this theory, including its association with the generalised, power-assisted process of 
political closure. 
A historical framework for the analyses is firstly provided in the form of the recurrent 
rise and fall of moments when end-of-ideology theories and consensus politics came to 
define an era. Special consideration is given to one major characteristic of these times 
when debate about socio-economic purposes declines: the reduction of politics to a 
technical process of problem-solving and the consequent marginalisation of ethical 
reflection. 
A content analysis is used to provide an initial broad picture of change, in a more 
consensual direction, in the social representations of politics. Following this it is seen 
how the progressive understandings of recent political history offered by the end-of-
ideology theorists are instantiated within councillors' accounts of political change. 
Common sense understandings of the relation of the past to the present are seen to be 
an important site for current ideological struggle. When councillors' own self-
positioning is considered, it is seen how, in an end-of-ideology era, alongside the theme 
of political change there is also necessarily the theme of personal consistency. The 
councillors' management of these opposing ideological themes is examined. Along the 
way, a common sense preference for non-partisanship, which presents itself as 'for all 
time', is outlined. 
Subsequently, particular rhetorical strategies - such as distancing and projection - are 
seen to be used to manage another ideological dilemma: that of how non-partisanship 
can be realised when partisan distinctions - including party-political, and left/right - still 
remain in force. In the final chapter, two recurrent discursive means of accomplishing 
non-politics are outlined. They include rhetorically accommodating with an opposing 
political version; and the use of the word 'just' to deny political motivation through 
presenting a circumscribed account as sufficient. 
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Introduction 
CHAPTER 1 
INTRODUCTION 
1 
This thesis looks at local politicians' use of traditional political categories in their talk, 
at a time when political partisanship is apparently becoming non-ideological. The aim is 
to study large-scale political change - especially the rise of post-ideological politics - by 
means of close attention to individual councillors' practical management of particular 
interactional problems. The latter stem from conflicting themes relating to councillors' 
political lives as well as politics in general. It will be suggested that in the course of 
observing how divergent rhetorical concerns are dealt with, and how particular 
evaluative effects produced, one can observe contemporary political history being 
made. Politics will be considered through the prism of the lived realm of meaning-
making, the evaluative organisation of which is reflected especially in the discursive 
positioning of self. Through tracking the ambivalent patterns of argumentation, an 
attempt is made to put in relief a bottom-up, common sense ordering of political 
notions which corresponds to the establishment of a new political settlement 'after 
ideology'. 
Along the way, consideration will be given to how issues of political change, of 
speakers' relation to the parties with which they are officially affiliated, and their own 
path into local government, are handled by speakers in their talk. In other words, a 
whole range of things - the past, the present, the relation between the two, what type 
of conduct ought to be engaged in by council members - are portrayed in ways which 
reflect speakers' ideological imagination. At the same time, the accounts will be seen 
not to be straightforward or predictable in the light of the councillors' own role within 
local government. Indeed, such conventional versions may be precisely what 
councillors employ a variety of discursive strategies to resist. If this is a time of change 
to a post-ideological age, simple 'political' responses cannot be guaranteed; for the 
older, conventional positioning would now come to exist in competition with a more 
recent kind. 
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Moments of political transition can be expected to have their major theoretical forms 
oflegitimation which seek to provide a framework within which the change can be 
made sense of. Arguably, at the present time this purpose is served by New Labour's 
Third Way philosophy. The latter puts the case for a new politics of harmonious co-
operation and creative problem-solving, and is defined in opposition to the traditional 
ideological politics which largely guaranteed an atmosphere of serious political 
contention concerning basic socio-economic ends. Attention to the talk of local 
politicians offers the chance to gain a different perspective on Third Way rhetoric, such 
as that invoking the notions of 'partnership', 'modernisation', 'non-dogmatic politics' 
and 'life politics'. There is the possibility of exploring what such ideas, which are 
themselves strongly based on the exclusion of counter-themes, mean at the level of 
everyday methods of making sense of the world. One would thus be seeing if, and 
how, the more remote and impersonal notions regarding political conduct may be 
translated into the more intimate time-scale and rhythms of ordinary interaction. 
In sum, the. forthcoming empirical chapters provide for a critical analysis of the way 
that wider structures of power may help constitute conventional representations of 
politics, and of how this process may be realised at particular moments in the course of 
the councillors' discursive activity. It raises the possibility of re-evaluating certain 
mainstream accounts of transformation in the broader party-political landscape. For 
instance, rather than viewing the changes in this landscape as indicative of an actual 
societal change in a progressive - i.e. more egalitarian - direction, we can take an 
interest in the changes in the social-psychological significance of political categories, 
which correspond to, and help sustain, changes in the broader landscape. 
In Chapter 2 there is an attempt to set up a particular narrative of post-Second World 
War political transformation in the West, in the context of which the subsequent 
analyses can be understood. In particular, it is outlined how a particular species of 
theoretical argument - the 'end-of-ideology' thesis - has, on two different occasions, 
come to define a particular era. In the discussion of the second end-of-ideology era, 
specific attention is given to the anti-ideological recommendations of the Third Way, 
and to New Labour's practical realisation of this set of values Towards the end of the 
chapter, recent organisational changes in local government are connected to the wider 
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trends in post-ideological politics, especially those which could be said to possess a 
technocratic flavour. Chapters 3 and 4 describe the analytic approach (consisting of an 
ideological analysis of spoken discourse) and the data gathering process respectively. 
Chapter 5 constitutes the first step in the effort to empirically consider, at the level of 
the automatic aspects of social practice, the significance of recent political changes. 
Here, it is not interviews with local councillors which are analysed but local newspaper 
reports of the same council-related meetings in which some of the interviewees 
regularly participate. This enables a picture of the broader trends of political change to 
be evoked as a backdrop for the analysis of the detail of individuals' talk. In Chapter 6 
it is councillors' stories of political change both in the council and more generally 
which are given close attention. In Chapter 7 councillors' own positioning of self is 
considered, and it is seen how this needs to be managed in relation to the idea of wider 
political change, especially through the theme of historical consistency being drawn 
upon. Chapter 8 explores a practical dilemma faced by councillors who demonstrate a 
preference for non-partisan self-positioning at a time when formal political distinctions, 
whether left and right, or party-political, still retain much potency. Finally, Chapter 9 
outlines two recurrent rhetorical manoeuvres through which non-politics can be 
practically accomplished. 
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CHAPTER 2 
A HISTORY Of THE END-Of-IDEOLOGY THESIS 
If one looks back over the modem period, one finds that it is littered with attempts by 
powerful voices in society to declare that the long historical process of political strife 
and societal transformation, associated with the development of citizenship, had 
reached its final destination. What is thus also declared to be at an end is serious 
societal self-questioning and political radicalism. Despite numerous complexities, it is 
possible to identify a general pattern whereby occasional periods of relative economic 
stability and increase in capital accumulation, spurred on by specific scientific and 
technological advances, would coincide with a decline in political questioning and a 
surge of optimistic themes of societal progress. An important factor here are the still 
not properly explainable fluctuations in the operation of the capitalist economy in terms 
of 'long waves' of fifty to sixty years. The first phase of a wave would be characterised 
by accelerating growth, and the second by a gradual deceleration in growth (Mandel, 
1975). The significant economic upswings appear to have had, at times, some 
important influence on generalised changes in political expectations, providing an 
environment in which anti-political claims were able to thrive. On each occasion 
popular protest would eventually reassert itself and the assumptions that a final state 
had been reached would be shown to be false. Often, despite the web of reciprocal 
relations, it would be economic downswings which would provide the vital triggering 
factor in the renewal oflarge-scale political conflict. 
In his discussion of the popular struggle for democratic rights over approximately the 
last 200 years, Chomsky (1999) registers a number of occasions when a particular 
period was hailed as 'perfection' and 'finality'. He notes that in each case the implicit 
aim was to reject the possibility of large sectors of the popUlation making any more 
progress towards gaining entry to, and political influence within, the public arena and 
so threatening powerful interests, particularly those of private capital. One such 
moment of attempted political closure occurred at the time of the rise of tile classical 
economics (and precursor of modem neo-liberal doctrine) of Ricardo and Maltus, 
during the first industrial revolution at the beginning of the Nineteenth Century. The 
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latter economic ideas were drawn upon in 1834 to support a reactionary amendment to 
the English Poor Laws and their agenda of public financial assistance to counteract the 
deprivations resulting from the free market for labour. These great figures had 
suggested that science had proved, once and for all, that 'people had no rights beyond 
what they can obtain in the unregulated labor market' (Chomsky, 1999, p. 59) and that 
to try to counteract this 'law' through financial relief would in fact only harm the poor. 
These ideas then helped pave the way for the introduction of the work house as the 
sole means of social assistance. 
Later in the century, as a result of especially the first phase of the great economic 
boom from 1848 to the early 1970s (during which the world became capitalist and 
industrial economies emerged for the first time), politics, in Hobsbawm's (1975) 
words, 'went into hibernation' (p. 31). Alongside the general receding of prospects of 
alternatives to bourgeois society, the Chartist movement for democratic reform 
withered, and other previously successful radical campaigners were marginalised from 
mainstream political life. It was in this period also that a widespread 'ideology of 
progress' and faith in the future developed. In addition to the 'apologists for the new 
world of industrial capitalism' who 'believed they were on the verge of solving 
humanity's problems' (Rarman, 1999, p. 384), this ideology also infected much of 
intellectual life, reinforced especially by the development of scientism and positivism. 
Subsequently, following a period of depression from 1873 to the mid-1890s, which 
was characterised by renewed social agitation and confident predictions of capitalism's 
breakdown, another important period of relative political stability, which came to be 
known as the belle epoqlle ('the beautiful era'), lasted until the First World War. This 
was a time of the vigorous expansion of the world market and a technological 
revolution with its accompanying increase in the productivity oflabour. The result was 
a large rise in the profit of businesses in the United States and the European imperialist 
countries. The new affluence, and transformation of the market for consumer goods, 
meant that life for the growing middle classes in such countries became more 
comfortable than ever before (Hobsbawm, 1987). Apart from the confident promises 
of endless wealth and leisure, it seemed to many that it would not be long before class 
divisions would dissolve. In contrast to the preceding twenty years of depression, now 
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political radicals began to consider revising their doctrines. Famously, the Gennan 
Social Democrat Eduard Bernstein suggested that class struggle was no longer 
necessary and that, through piecemeal reforms within the existing capitalist system, 
increased democratic control of this system and a withering of class division and social 
inequality was inevitable (Harman, 1999). 
Chomsky (1999) also refers to the Roaring Twenties in the United States, when 'it was 
confidently assumed that Labour had been crushed for good, and the utopia of the 
masters achieved' (p. 59). He concludes that despite 'all the sordid continuities' across 
the various moments, 'an optimistic soul can still discern slow progress, realistically I 
think' (p. 62). 
The following discussion focuses specifically on the two most recent periods when a 
particular economic settlement and relative decline in the level of actual political 
questioning and dissensus, were heralded as a sign that the jagged uphill terrain of 
political strife had at last been surmounted and the wide plateau of societal 
advancement reached. Each occasion - the I 950slmost of the I 960s, and the years 
following the 1989 revolutions in Eastern Europe - was distinguished by the 
ascendancy of arguments announcing the passing of the 'age of ideology'. Broadly 
speaking, the 'age of ideology' denotes a time when politics could be characterised as 
a confrontation and struggle between those trying to implement competing 'systems of 
ideas'. As products of the Enlightenment, each system embodied a particular vision of 
what would constitute the 'good society'. Objective and totalising knowledge about 
the social order would form the basis of a particular transformative project. 
Such 'end of ideology' claims point to the outdatedness ofadversarial or ideological 
politics, in which relatively stable identifications form around each of the opposing sets 
of principles associated with the poles ofleR and right, and a continuous contest 
between them is maintained. The concern with large-scale transformation and 
confrontation is declared to have given way to a more harmonious process of piece-
meal reform. The central institutionalised arenas of national party-political struggle 
form the primary reference point for such arguments. The claims gained credibility. 
especially by being able to point to a fading of the ideological distinctiveness of the 
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traditional parties of the left and the right. On each occasion the left/right distinction 
seemed to have lost some of its descriptive power as political divides generally became 
more blurred. The confrontational arrangement of formal political life (historically 
corresponding to conflicting class interests in society as a whole) had signified the 
continuing possibility, even value, of a systemic level of critical reflection. To propose 
the transcendence of a traditional politics of left versus right was to imply a new spirit 
of commonality of interest and endeavour, of concern with unifYing societal goals. It 
was as if to suggest that what the nation had in common was much more significant 
than what divided it. Accordingly, aspirations concerning the radical challenge of 
current social, economic and political arrangements of society were to be put aside, 
and a new inclusive and corporatist model of political life instituted instead. It is the 
salience of the prescriptive aspect of the end-of-ideology claims which allows one to 
see them as 'a declaration of intent more than it is a description of things as they are: 
no more criticism of the way things are being done, no more judging or censoring the 
world through confronting its present state with an alternative of a better society' 
(Bauman, 1999, p. 127). 
It will not be suggested in the forthcoming discussion that in the two periods of 
interest all political dissent had disappeared. But it will be assumed that a lack of 
dissensus in the formal political domain is an especially significant marker of the 
absence of what the political philosopher Cornelius Casdoriadis (cited in Bauman, 
1999) has described as a society which recognises its autonomy. The recognition 
referred to in this idealised model is of the human origin of the society's institutions, 
and of their inherent mortality, such that society would be willing to take collective 
responsibility for their merits and deficiencies. This would involve an awareness 
(institutionalised in the daily operation of society, such as through the guaranteed 
presence in the public realm ofan extraordinary kind of political discourse) of the idea 
that its creations could be different or better than they are. Just as it can be awareness 
of the mortality of human life which gives purpose and value to lives of individuals, so 
also facing up to the notion of decline and the possibility of new birth gives life and 
viability to the society. Such a situation 
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means being aware of society's historicity, but above all of its on-going, 
continuing, and perpetual historicity. It means refutation of the myth of 
closure, but also the stout refusal to be closed, now or ever after, either 
by the sacred and thus untouchable legacy of past resolutions or by an 
ideal pattern of a perfect society which, when reached, would have 
justified - indeed, impelled - the end to self-scrutiny and self-
reformation. A truly autonomous society cannot exist in any other form 
but that of its own project: that is, as a society which admits expanding 
freedom of self-examination, critique and reform, rather than a pre-given 
pattern of happiness, as its only purpose and raison d 'etre. (Bauman, 
1999, p. 81; emphasis in original) 
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A central tenet of the end-of-ideology recommendations for the transformation of 
political conduct is that political actors ought to come to the political debate without 
their judgement being fettered with partisan, 'one-sided', value agendas. Entrenched 
positions - such as adherence to traditional principles ofleft or right - which could 
inhibit co-operation, compromise and creativity, ought to be given up. There is a 
hopeful appeal to leave behind dogma and emotion, and through pragmatic empiricism 
and reason, engage directly in solving the new, more complex problems which face 
collective humanity. The terms used in the expression of such ideas are those which 
resonate with the liberal common-sense imagination. The theme of liberation for 
example is very pronounced. The favourable-sounding images are of pluralism, of a 
political freeing-up and opening-out, so as to enable an unhindered exchange of ideas 
between actors from different political backgrounds. 
To a large extent the plea to discard partisan value frameworks is also a 
recommendation for individuals and collectives to adopt a particular historical 
consciousness which may differ from that held in an age of adversarial politics. They 
are encouraged to act as if the 'big' battles over met a-values have ended and it is year 
zero. Everyone should adopt a pragmatic, 'whatever works' approach to solving the 
more apolitical problems of the here and now. At the same time, however, the defining 
of a particular historical conjuncture as post-ideological depends on the widespread 
diffusion of a progressive understanding of history. Once certain claims for non-
ideological politics are viewed in their historical context they arc not merely 
conservative appeals, but also incorporate an invocation of progress. Political activity, 
it is claimed, needs to progress beyond the 'old' hubristic enlightenment-bred faiths in 
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progress, so as to suit a world which is itself more advanced thanks to some external 
historical force. To stick with utopian or ideological politics in the face of extensive 
progress towards social well-being, would be to display irrational tendencies. One finds 
that associated with this message of progress there is, in some end-of-ideology claims, 
a self-conscious enthusiasm for futuristic-seeming visions of socio-economic 
organisation, especially involving a strong hi-tech flavour. It is as if, like with the 
Futurist movement in art in the early part of the Twentieth Century, there is a wish to 
publicly demonstrate (and encourage) the radical break from the past with all its 
intractable contradictions and recurring sources of ethical unease. 
In the course of the following discussion of the two end-of-ideology eras it is hoped 
that the validity of the very concept of 'end-of-ideology era' will be demonstrated. 
Portrayals will be offered of two historical conjunctures whereby end-of-ideology 
theories are only the most formalised manifestation of a broader disjointed terrain of 
assumptions, practices, representations and contradictory common sense (Gramsci, 
1971; Hall, 1988). Hence, to understand the two periods of relative political stability 
and closure the focus will reach beyond the formal political sphere to the diffuse 
processes. by which popular consent is negotiated, reproduced and modified (Eley, 
1990). Relevant here is the idea that the term 'end of ideology' may, above all, 
describe a temporary widespread mood. 
In sum, the question to be answered is how, in each of the two periods of interest, an 
array offactors can come together to create. a situation of a generalised lowering of 
political expectations compared to other periods. But there is one other theme which is 
central to understanding the significance of the end-of-ideology claims in this process. 
On each occasion, there was a decline in controversy concerning basic political ends. A 
consensus emerged concerning the goals and organising principle of society: for 
instance, the welfare state and Keynesian economic management in the former period, 
and unhindered market rationality and global competitiveness in the latter period. This 
meant a limitation of political discussion to deciding on the most efficient means for 
solving particular problems within pre-given parameters. In other words, the political 
challenge came to be defined in each case - to a greater extent relative to other periods 
- as one of managerial effectiveness and thus also one of technical control. This meant 
- -- -- -- - - -----------------------
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that the opposing category of ethico-political controversy was marginalised. In order 
to provide a clearer picture of this process, a brief excursion will be made to consider 
some of the early work of Jurgen Habermas. Habermas analysed one particular period 
(corresponding to the first end-of-ideology era) in terms of the 'scientization of 
politics' in late capitalist societies. But there is one specific aspect of his work which is 
especially important for our purposes. This is his more generalisable point about the 
value for critical analyses of society of distinguishing between two different dimensions 
of social practice: 'technical' matters and 'practical' - i.e. ethico-political - matters. 
The development of technocratic consciousness 
The distinction between the notions of 'work' and 'interaction' forms a basic pillar of 
Habermas' arguments in Towards a Rational Society (1971). Work is intended to 
denote purposive-rational action. This is the instrumental rationality of science and 
technology, and is orientated above all to technical control over objectified processes. 
Interaction on the other hand denotes communicative action. It is associated with the 
dialogic realm of ethical norms and the organisation of social relations (Held, 1980). 
This distinction allows Habermas to consider to what extent, and with what 
implications, 'the rational form of science and technology, i.e. the rationality embodied 
in systems ofpurposive-rational action' (Habermas, 1971, p. 90) have come to pervade 
our world. In particular, there is the question of how this development may affect the 
prospects for ethical interaction and controversy. 
He approaches this issue by describing two tendencies which accompany the rise of 
advanced capitalism, and which together help bring about a change in society's self-
understanding. Firstly, there is the intervention of the state in economic management in 
order to ameliorate the dysfunctional tendencies which capitalism tends to generate if 
left to itself. In this way, the state can ensure the interests of private capital 
accumulation, whereas previously the latter had been legitimated by 'the ideology of 
just exchange' (p. 101). This ideology can no longer operate in the face of the 
destabilisation of the market. The emergence of the state as the maintainer of the 
capitalist exchange process in the interests of capital accumulation, means, according 
to Habermas, that a new type of legitimation of political power was required. This 
comes in the form of an appeal to the requirement of political intervention to 'maintain 
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stabilizing conditions for an economy that guards against risks to growth and 
guarantees social security and the chance for individual upwards mobility' (p. 102). In 
other words, the role of government comes increasingly to be defined in terms of 
ostensibly ideologically neutral moves aimed at satisfying certain system-goals. Should 
this action be successful, then, politicians might argue, all sections of society will 
benefit in equal measure. Such system goals appear as objective necessities and as such 
help justify the squeezing out of practical questions in favour of an orientation to 
technical problems which are administratively soluble: 'Insofar as government action is 
directed toward the economic system's stability and growth, politics now takes on a 
peculiarly negative character. For it is orientated toward the elimination of 
dysfunctions and the avoidance of risks that threaten the system: not in other words, 
towards the realization of practical goals but toward the solution of technical 
problems' (p. 103; emphasis in the original). 
The basic orientation of government is thus towards the smooth functioning of the 
manipulated and managed system - against which ethico-political controversy becomes 
positioned as a hindrance. Also, the latter threatens to put into question the framework 
which allows the tasks of governmental action to appear as technical ones. As long as 
the system works well, public discussion about ends is made to seem superfluous and 
even irrational. 'Any theory that relates to practice other than by extending and 
rationalizing our control over natural and social processes stands convicted of 
ideology' (McCarthy, 1978, p. 7). 
If, therefore, the political challenges are those related to instrumental reason - i.e. 
finding the most efficient technical means to satisfy a definitely given, and thus non-
negotiable, end - then the growth of science and technology (the second major 
tendency) becomes very important. The purposive-rational aims of government come 
to dictate appropriate tools in the form of technology and science. These latter 
elements, and the corresponding technical and scientific experts, come to appear as 
essential for solving government tasks. This in turn can be referred to in order to 
support the irrelevance of the process of democratic deliberation and decision-making 
about practical problems, and explain why it ' "must" be replaced by plebiscitary 
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decisions about alternative sets ofleaders of administrative personnel' (Habermas, 
1971, p. 105). Thus a technocratic order comes into being. 
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The most important and original theoretical step, however, is taken when Habermas 
suggests that the development of this arrangement, whereby systems of purposive-
rational action have 'taken on a life of their own' (p. 113), is dependent for its 
legitimation on the development of a 'technocratic consciousness' amongst the 
depoliticised mass of the population. It is the special achievement of this 'background 
ideology ... to detach society's self-understanding from the frame of reference of 
communicative action and from the concepts of symbolic interaction and replace it 
with a scientific model' (p. 105). What this comes down to is that '''ethics'' ... as a 
category oflife' (p. 112) is repressed, and instead there is 'the self-reification of men 
under categories of purposive-rational action and adaptive behaviour' (p. 106). In 
other words, 'The reified models of the sciences migrate into the sociocultural life-
world and gain objective power over the latter's self-understanding' (p. 113). 
It is worth trying to unpack for a moment the idea of technology taking on 'a life of its 
own'. One thing this can denote is the way in which technology increasingly provides 
its own legitimation independently of specific goals. Means gain sovereignty over ends, 
so that rather than any general destination needing to be specified, the orientation is 
towards merely applying technological resources, of just doing what can be done. 'It is 
the means which justifY the end - any end which the means can produce: the outcomes 
are worthy because the know-how is there' (Bauman, 1993, p. 188). Space travel to 
the moon, for example, may be done more because, as a result of certain technological 
advances, it could be done, than because there existed certain broader notions of the 
purpose of such an exercise. The primary aim, people may suppose, is to apply this fine 
(and ever more sophisticated) technology which we have developed - the end may 
emerge later. The other side of technocratic appeals to technical efficiency, therefore, 
is a profound undermining of efficiency which comes with the separation of the goal 
from the mechanism. There is an explosion of means - especially in the form of 
functional commodities - because it is just having the means that matters most. 
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Returning to Habermas' account, we see that the 'ideological nucleus' (p. 113) of 
technocratic consciousness is the confusion of practical and technical questions. What 
are in reality largely practical problems come to appear only as technical ones. Thus 
although particular interests continue to be realised and conflicts decided behind the 
facade of non-partisan growth of technical control and the perfection of societal 
administration, the process is no longer subject to democratic reflection and practical 
control by citizens. Hence, the attempt to repress, or escape from, ethical responsibility 
leads to a situation whereby ordinary people lose control over their destiny. The 
progress of action orientated to technical control will, in the absence of affirmation of 
the irreducibility of work and interaction, come to appear as the progress of ethical or 
emancipatory action. Another way of thinking about this, we might add, is in terms of 
a technological morality coming to replace a traditional morality (Ellul, 1980). This 
involves technique itself, and instrumental rationality in general, becoming 'the sole 
admissible "value'" even though it does not itself appear as a particular value for 'it 
simply seems to coincide with rationality as such' (Habermas, 1974, p. 264). 
It is worth merely pointing out one interesting potential dilemma implicit in Habermas' 
account of the development technocratic consciousness. On the one hand, this 
development aspires to influence the thought and expectations of the ordinary mass of 
the population and so to ideologically bring them on board the project. At the same 
time, however, there is a danger that the preference for a top-down specialist language 
orientated to technical concerns, which is unable to connect with the language and 
hopes of everyday life, would result in the estrangement of these same people. 
As a warning about the direction in which the above technologistic developments 
may lead, Habermas provides an extreme image of a society whose organisation can be 
cybernetically self-regulated through the presence of various feed-back mechanisms. 
As also conceptualised in system theory, 'Action systems are rationalised ... to the 
extent that their steering mechanisms guarantee the fulfilment of certain formalised 
system goals (such as stability and adaptability) necessary for self-maintenance' 
(McCarthy, 1978, p. 10). This set-up presupposes that all attempts at non-scientific 
and political contemplation would have been aggressively attacked and eliminated as 
barriers to the dominance of scientific thought and its technical utilisation. 
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Habermas summarizes technocratic consciousness by noting how on one hand it is less 
ideological than previous ideologies because it does not have the force of an illusion 
which stands opposed to, and disguises 'real' life. On the other hand this 'rather glassy 
background ideology' is more ideological in that it is 'more irresistible and farther-
reaching than ideologies of the old type. For with the veiling of practical problems it 
not only justifies a particular class 's interest in domination and represses another 
class's partial need for emancipation, but affects the human race's emancipatory 
interest as such' (Habermas, 1971, p. Ill; emphasis in original). 
When the end-of-ideology eras are being discussed below, it will be suggested that 
alongside the growth of instrumental rationality there is a political tendency 
to compensate for the ethical vacuum resulting from the decline of systemic level 
questioning of society. This tendency is reflected in the form of attachment to 
particular, favourable-sounding notions of collective organisation. Such notions, e.g. 
'pluralism' and 'community', are positioned as able to off-set the technocratic attack 
on ethical responsibility and choice. 
The first wave: the end-or-ideology thesis in the 1950s and 1960s 
This section will proceed by outlining the various ideological strands which, during the 
1950s and much of the 1960s, provided the end-of-ideology claims with their special 
character and the conditions for their historical effectiveness. The general product of 
the convergence of these different elements at one historical moment is social 
consensus. 'Consensus' here is used in the wider sense of the production of the broad 
consent of all significant sections of society to existing arrangements and their 
particular position within them. In this way, inherent divisions and tensions within 
society remained largely suppressed and out of sight. This consensus must be seen 
against the background of political and economic stabilisation at the time, the practical 
implications of which for political conduct the end-of-ideology theories sought to 
formulate in a way that helped reinforce the consensus. This idea of consensus is of 
course a relative one. It is possible to make the general point, as Hall et al. (1978) have 
done, that consensual notions of society tend to predominate most of the time in 
modem democratic nations. One can also add that they attract special affirmation at a 
time when social conflict - e.g. in the form of industrial unrest - becomes visible. Hall 
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et al. note how the media routinely assume a basic framework of agreement: both in 
the sense of a common cultural outlook or perspective on events which transcends 
different social constituencies; and in denying major structural discrepancies through 
assuming a commonality of interests. Any disagreements and conflicts are deemed to 
be resolvable through peaceful discursive means within the confines of this underlying 
value consensus. Furthermore, one can mention nationalism as a primary force for 
consensus - both as operating routinely in daily practices, and as appealed to on 
specific national sporting or commemorative events (Billig, 1995). 
The technological and consumer revolutions 
Throughout Western Europe and the United States there was the spectacle of political 
harmony and stability, based around the collectivist commitment to increased 
government intervention in, and responsibility for, the economic and social order as a 
whole. In Britain, there existed broad agreement between the Labour and Conservative 
parties over what was thought politically possible and worthwhile in the realm of 
policy. Marquand (1988) talks of a Keynesian and social democratic consensus 
embodying a series of' commitments, assumptions and expectations transcending party 
conflicts and shared by the great majority of the country's political and economic 
leaders, which provided the framework within which party decisions were made' (p. 
18). The main planks of the policy agreement, which had been mostly set in place in 
the years immediately after the Second World War by the Labour government of 
Clement Atlee, were full employment; the 'mixed' economy involving an active role for 
the government in managing the economy in pursuit of specific social and economic 
objectives; social welfare provision; the conciliation of the trade unions; and two main 
aspects offoreign policy: the retreat from empire and a generally suspicious attitude to 
the Soviet Union which was in accordance with the United States' position on the 
issue (Kavanagh and Morris, 1994). This party-political centralisation was shaped 
within an international context of Cold War-imposed ideological conformity within 
Western capitalist democracies, including a suspicion of any policies which were 
deemed too leftwing. 
In the United States, where Cold War anti-communist sentiments were most 
pronounced, the leftwing of the Democratic Party, together with militant and radical 
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leaders in the labour movement, were left severely weakened following their 
victimisation during the hysteria of the McCarthy years. In addition to both the 
Democrats and Republicans embracing aggressive Cold War rhetoric with regards to 
foreign policy, from the end of the 1940s there was a marked depolarisation when it 
came to domestic policy. 
As a result of the violent assault on the left and the removal of leftists 
from American political life, political discourse was sharply and 
permanently limited. Political alternatives identified as left-of-centre on 
the political spectrum - such as national health insurance, public works, 
stronger protections for unions, government housing programs, civil 
rights - were routinely identified as communist or socialist. (Hellinger 
and Judd, 1994, p. 202) 
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At the same time, the right also showed signs of movement to the centre. The 
Republican Party fell away from isolationism and a doctrinaire faith in laissez-faire, 
broadly accepting the terms of the New Deal welfare policies of the 1930s. More 
generally, in a number of countries parties of the left engaged in different ways in an 
exercise of self-reflection with the ostensible aim of adapting policy to suit new societal 
developments. Thus in 1959 there was an unsuccessful attempt by a section of the 
British Labour Party to amend the traditional commitment to public ownership 
expressed in Clause IV of the party constitution. And leading Labour politician 
Anthony Crosland argued in his book The Future of Socialism (1963; first published 
1956) for a more pragmatic approach to tackling social inequalities rather than one 
involving further measures of nationalisation. He accompanied this message with a 
generally upbeat picture of social advancement and of capitalism having overcome its 
crises: 'Poverty and insecurity are in the process of disappearing. Living standards are 
rising rapidly; the fear of unemployment is steadily weakening and the ordinary worker 
has hopes for the future that would have never entered his father's head' (p. 79). 
Around the same time the Social Democratic Party in Germany formally rejected its 
traditional commitment to revolutionary transformation and its self-identity as a 'class 
party'. Instead, it affirmed the desirability of gradualist reform and the centrality of 
democracy to any socialist political order. 
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From a slightly different angle, it is notable that this was also the era ofHarold 
Macmillan, a British Prime Minister who had in 1939 written a classic defence of 
consensual conservatism entitled The Middle W0'. This book declared the 
superfluousness of the ideological doctrines held by those who inhabited the capitalist 
and socialist extremes of the political spectrum. Instead he viewed capitalism as 
reforming itself through accommodating to socialist concerns and adopting some 
socialist-type methods. The resulting reconciliation and balance between individual 
freedom and collective provision would be impeded by stubborn attempts to implement 
in practice 'abstract and inflexible principles' (Macmillan, 1939; cited in BilIig, 1982, p. 
210) which properly belonged exclusively to the theoretical realm. 
The different political developments noted above need to be seen in the context of 
economic and technological developments associated with an unprecedented world 
capitalist boom. This provided the conditions for the 'ideology of affluence' (Hall et 
aI., 1978) which strongly contributed to the party-political centralisation and the more 
general lowering of political expectations. This period, often given the epithet of the 
'golden years', was·one of steeply rising prosperity amongst the developed capitalist 
nations (although there were important variations in the rate of growth; the economies 
of the United States and Britain grew less fast than other nations for example; 
Hobsbawm, 1994). This came to be expressed most visibly in the restructuring of 
national economies around the consumer and the beginnings of the long-term 
dissolution of traditional producing communities of the industrial working class. A 
wide range of goods moved out of the o;:xclusive world of the wealthy few and became 
available to the average citizen. Associated structural developments included changes 
in the nature of societal stratification - most notably the increase in the number of 
white collar workers, and the reshaping of everyday life through technological 
innovations. Indeed, the technological revolution and scientific advancement can be 
seen as a major driving force behind the economic boom as a whole. 
Hall et al. (1978) describe a number of imponant ways in which the economic boom 
affected both popular understandings of society and the strategic thinking of some 
potentially dissenting political movements. 'The boom, the onset of more rapid social 
mobility and the temporary blurring of class distinctions had the immediate effect of 
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diminishing the sharpness of class struggle. So did the changes in housing, in the 
patterns of working-class life in the new estates, and the enlarging of opportunities for 
some through the expansion of state education' (p. 231). As well as the changes in 
traditional patterns of class stratification, including the growth of the service sector and 
an increase in white-collar employment, the labour movement came to the conclusion 
that its interests would be best served by struggling within the capitalist system rather 
than from outside it. 'Capital now appeared to sustain, rather than eat into, working-
class living standards' (p. 231). To look around at the new security provided by the 
welfare state, full-employment and steady growth, it could seem as if all the problems 
that had shadowed capitalism in its earlier periods of instability had dissolved. It was 
suggested by politicians at the time, that even if some sections of the population had 
not yet benefited, the tendency towards universal benefit and progress was inevitable. 
Such optimistic promises served to discourage political dissent. The new mass 
integration into the consumer market was certainly not experienced in terms of people 
being bound to the status quo as a result of careful economic and political 
management. Rather, the relevant transformations 'appeared to come, spontaneously, 
from nowhere, a natural tendency of all good men and true to come together 
consensually to support the same goals and celebrate the same values: getting and 
spending; getting ahead; private space in a do-it-yourself world - a new form of 
democratised possessive individualism' (Hall et aI., 1978, p. 232). 
Writing in 1961 from a critical left-wing perspective, Raymond Williams provides a 
useful sense of the popular feelings at the time regarding society and politics. He 
observes an ordinary optimism both about Britain's economic future and in the 
common sense of 'steady and general advance', 'of a good society naturally unfolding 
itself (Williams, 196111992, p. 294). It was also generally assumed that the democratic 
process had 'been essentially completed, with parliamentary and local government 
solidly established on universal suffrage, and with the class system apparently breaking 
up' (p. 293). Furthermore, Williams comments on the narrowing of political debate 
such that alternative agendas did not get considered. Increasing privatisation in 
accordance with a market based definition of freedom thrived at the cost of political 
freedom: 'the concepts of the organised market and the consumer now determine our 
economic life, and with it much of the rest of our society .... challenges to them have 
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been so effectively confused that hardly any principled opposition remains, only the 
perpetual haggling and bitterness of the wage claim and the strike' (p. 305). He claims 
that since the Labour party had effectively rejected 'socialism as a radically different 
human order' (p. 333), the party had come to be seen as 'merely an alternative power-
group' (p. 301). The overall atmosphere was one of 'the wide challenge' - as posed 
particularly by the labour movement - being 'drained out', 'while what is left can be 
absorbed within existing terms' (p. 303) in a subordinate position. 
Broadly speaking, the end-of-ideology theorists pushed home the message that the 
period of political harmony and stability represented a progressive advancement. In 
combination with the widening of prosperity, they took it as indicating that the 'good 
society' had been reached or at least was well on the way to being reached (Waxman, 
1968). An attempt was made to draw out from these developments certain practical 
implications for political conduct. Most importantly, ideological politics was portrayed 
as an anachronism and no longer relevant. This was something that political actors 
would need to respect and adapt to, especially by adopting a conciliatory politics of 
give and take. Primarily they would have to recognise that 
the fundamental political problems of the industrial revolution have been 
solved: the workers have achieved industrial and political citizenship; the 
conservatives have accepted the welfare state; and the democratic left has 
recognised that an increase in over-all state power carries with it more 
dangers to freedom than solutions for economic problems. (Lipset, 
196011981, p. 443). 
Instead of the clash of all-encompassing visions of the future, politics would be 
reduced, for example, to questions of whether there should be 'a little more or a little 
less government ownership and economic planning' (Lipset, 196011981, p. 441). 
Struggle for social change would remain a desirable objective but it would be confined 
within the principles of the established consensus, and would follow a more gradualist, 
piece-meal agenda: 'The democratic class struggle will continue, but it will be a fight 
without ideologies, without red flags, without May Day parades (Lipset, 196011981, p. 
445) 
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Ideology was portrayed as being too simplistic to cope with the new complexity which 
the social and economic changes were thought to have brought about. In this account, 
ideology would only serve to hinder the progress which society was making. In 
addition to Lipset's work quoted above, we can refer here to another one of the key 
texts of the first end-of-ideology period: Daniel Bell's (196011988) The End of 
Ideology: On the Exhaustion of Political Ideas in the Fifties. In this book, Bell 
claimed that the 'problems which confront us at home and in the world are resistant to 
the old terms of ideological debate between "left" and "right'" (p. 406). Instead, what 
was required was incremental reform and a 'focus, within ajramework of liberal 
values, on problem solving as a means of remedying social ills' (p. 419; emphasis in 
original). With particular reference to the United States context, Bell talked up a 
variety of changes in the nature of capitalism and the social structure more generally, 
all of which resist the traditional categories of Marxism. These changes include the 
proliferation of different political groupings amongst which power is fairly equally 
distributed, thus making societal analysis in terms of clear class divisions problematic; 
the growth of the white-collar class and the shrinking of the industrial working class; 
changes in employment practices brought about by the introduction of new technology; 
the increasing importance of technical skills as against private property; the 
development of a consumption society. In addition, there is the suggestion of the rising 
importance of international events as a determinant of domestic politics, rather than the 
latter being 'a reflex of any internal class divisions' (p. 14). Ideological politics was 
deemed to be incongruent with this situation because 'ideologists are "terrible 
simplifiers". Ideology makes it unnecessary for people to confront individual issues on 
their individual merits. One simply turns to the ideological vending machine, and out 
comes the prepared formulae' (p. 405). Here we see an example of the 
recommendation defined earlier as being a key tenet of end-of-ideology rhetoric. It 
celebrates an empirical approach whereby 'free thinkers', whose judgement is 
unfettered by partisan value frameworks, can come together with a shared language of 
reason and common sense, and work out solutions to common problems. Lasting 
alliances centred around particular principles would be unlikely to survive when one 
seriously embraces a quasi-scientific concern with empirical observation. The basic 
nature of the activity would subtly change as technical instrumentalism replaced 
political contentiousness. The dimension of explicit ethical choice is effeclively taken 
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out of the hands of political actors, manifesting instead as something now already 
decided upon and represented as an objective necessity. 
The argumentative logic of Bell's prescriptions also appears in a speech given during 
this period by United States President, John F. Kennedy . 
. . . the central domestic problems of our times are more subtle and less 
simple. They do not relate to basic clashes of philosophy and ideology, 
but to ways and means of reaching common goals - to research for 
sophisticated solutions to complex and obstinate issues ... What is at 
stake in our economic decisions today is not some grand warfare of rival 
ideologies which will sweep the country with passion but the practical 
management of a modem economy ... political labels and ideological 
approaches are irrelevant to the solutions. (From address at Yale 
University, June 1962; cited in Bell, 1988, p. 419). 
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In this instance the attempt to justify the marginalisation of 'practical' questions in 
favour of 'technical' ones (to borrow Habermasian terminology) is more explicit. 
Political ends are no longer in dispute, for there is just one set of 'common goals'. 
What is disputable is the means to achieving these goals, and the resolution of this 
dispute ought to be achievable by hard-headed reason and a range of expertise. The 
presentation of the problems as 'complex and obstinate', requiring 'sophisticated' tools 
to allow 'practical management of a modem economy', implies the necessity of 
empirically and technically minded - and essentially value-free - actors. It is because of 
the thoroughly technical and immediate nature of the problems, that 'political labels 
and ideological approaches are irrelevant to the solution'. Amongst such irrelevant 
'labels' would almost certainly be included those of 'left' and 'right'. To the extent that 
these categories relate to practice in a way other than 'strengthening and perfecting the 
possibilities for purposive-rational action' they are likely to appear as 'dogmatic' 
(Habermas, 1974, p. 264). The left/right classificatory device, with its role in sustaining 
a dichotomic logic in political life (Bobbio, 1996), has a special potency as a symbol of 
ethico-political uncertainty and controversy. It is consistently viewed unfavourably by 
those who make a plea for all to work together in favour of common system-goals. As 
against technocratic consciousness, the left/right distinction is associated with a 
questioning and argumentative consciousness; with disciplining indulgence in means by 
explicitly raising meta-political questions. 
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The section of President Kennedy's speech quoted above reflects the rise, particularly 
in the latter part of this first end-of-ideology era, of institutional changes in a 
technocratic direction. (As will be seen later on, comparable developments were to 
accompany the second wave of end-of-ideology theories.) This can be associated with 
the technological revolution following the Second World War and a context of 
government intervention and planning in economic and social matters - especially on 
the basis ofKeynesianism, the new 'science' of the economy. However, in Britain 
increased administrative assertiveness developed from the beginning of the 1960s out 
of a sense that Keynesian techniques of demand management were not sufficient to 
keep preventing inflation and maintaining steady economic growth. Together with the 
steep rise of interest in science and technology in developing policy and solving 
practical problems, there was a growth in the number of scientifically and technically 
trained specialists to help steer the development of new policy initiatives. At the same 
time there was a growth in what has been called the 'New Managerialist' ethos-
drawing lessons from big private sector corporations - within the machinery of central 
government. Hay (1996) describes the combined outlook as being 'encapsulated in the 
image of a scientifically managed virtuous circle of economic growth and a neutral 
bureaucratic rationality free from vested interest' (p. 57). This manifested itself at a 
number of different levels of government. It began with the Plowden Report of 1961 
which provided a number of recommendations for more efficient management of public 
expenditure in government. This influenced both the re-organisation of the Treasury, 
and a policy of training civil service officials in economics, statistics and modem 
management techniques (Smith, 1972). The modernising outlook was expressed most 
strongly in the reforms of the civil service initiated by the Fulton Report of 1968. This 
report constituted a strong technocratic attack on what was deemed to be inefficient 
traditional bureaucracy. It recommended the introduction of management techniques, 
including proposals for 'efficiency audits', 'job evaluation', 'accountable management', 
'management by objectives', and the 'problem solving approach' (Fulton Report, 1968; 
cited in Smith, 1972, p. 55). Against the criticism that such reforms constituted elitist 
threats to democratic accountability, the defenders of the reforms could answer that 
such threats came not from over-management but from under-management (Roszak, 
1968). The latter, it could be claimed, might allow irrational, freedom-threatening 
forces such as emotion, ignorance or historically sedimented dogma, shape reality 
A History of the End-of-Ideology Thesis 
rather than just reason. The democratic challenge was defined as ensuring the 
competence, especially the efficiency, of the administrators. 
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This type of approach corresponded to an optimistic rhetoric of modernisation which 
was adopted by both the main British parties from the beginning of the 1960s, and 
which paralleled developments in the United States. Just as in the consumer market 
novelty became the main sales pitch for goods of all kinds (reflecting the fact that the 
technological revolution had entered into consumer consciousness; Hobsbawm, 1994), 
so also the cult of the 'new' infected political discourse. Beer (1982) describes how 
increasingly a rhetorical contrast was made between supporters of modernity, 
exemplified in the faith in modem scientific culture, and the grey defenders of 
traditions who were 'holding back' Britain; "'the new elite" of managers and 
technocrats against the powerful rearguard of "Blimps and Trade Union bosses'" 
(Beer, 1982, p. 123). The most famous public expression of this mood was the speech 
by Harold Wilson one year after President Kennedy's address mentioned above. Here 
he outlined his vision of scientific socialism and promised a Britain 'forged in the white 
heat' of 'the scientific revolution'. He also sought to criticise the Conservative 
government of the time by drawing attention to the perversity of a 'jet age' still 
governed by an 'Edwardian establishment mentality'. Instead of the arguments 
organised around traditional Labour concepts of nationalisation, class struggle and 
trade unions, policies were instead justified in technical and pragmatic terms. In other 
words, the specialist language and modes of operation of the scientific and professional 
estates which had gained more influence on policy making, had come to penetrate into 
the political process. Moreover, this rationality, especially within the overriding 
concern for efficient economic management, presented the traditional Labour concepts 
as fundamentally outdated: 'Public ownership was largely irrelevant to the need to 
raise productivity by the application of advanced technology. Solidarity with the trade 
unions would be a dead weight on the more mobile and flexible economy envisaged by 
central planners. Conference resolutions could not be permitted to override the 
judgement of experts' (Beer, 1982, p. 125). The spirit of modernisation (based on a 
combination of capitalism and state intervention) provided a means of positioning the 
party at this time as a catch-all party, with the consequent dilution of political 
convictions. (It should be borne in mind that the late 1950s marked the beginning of 
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the breakdown in Britain of the stable pattern of voting behaviour largely along class 
lines, and of a situation in which most voters could perceive major differences between 
the parties; Kavangh, 1997). Alongside the recurring strong appeals to the collective 
sacrifices in the national interest, the spirit of modernisation provided the seemingly 
uncontentious and politically neutral language to rope together an alliance of 
traditional class antagonists in partnership with the state. The challenge for the 
government was to convince the various parts of this coalition that all could equally 
benefit if they just worked together to forge 'New Britain'. Raymond Williams and the 
other authors of the May Day Manifesto written in 1968 have noted the role of the 
rhetoric of modernisation at this time in reinforcing a 'down-to-earth, pragmatic' 
political climate in which 'discussion oflong-terrn purposes is made to seem utopian'. 
In this atmosphere, it is argued, programmes and policies are mainly treated 
instrumentally in relation to the present as ifpast historical developments did not exist: 
'The whole past belongs to the "traditional" society and modernisation is a technical 
means for breaking with the past, without creating a future. All is now: restless, 
visionless, faithless' (Williams et aI., 1968; cited in Andrews, 1999, p. 17). 
There is, then, a suggestion here of an empirical mindset becoming prevalent, to an 
unusual extent, in the political arena. This implies a situation in which appeals to 
immediate practical experience and common sense, and to specific concrete instances, 
could be expected to possess an especial rhetorical power (Hall et aI., 1978). But there 
is available one quite compelling explanation of how end-of-ideology claims may 
possibly have helped constitute the conditions in which such a social-psychological 
atmosphere is likely to thrive. This relates to the issue of how a technologistic, 
problem-solving approach, which must always concentrate on specific tasks, might 
affect routine perceptions of world and self 'Technology's miraculous powers are 
intimately related to the stratagem of close focusing: a "problem", to become a task, is 
first cut out from the tangle of its multiple connections with other realities, while the 
realities with which it is connected are left out of account and melt into the indifferent 
"backdrop" of action' (Bauman, 1993, p. 194). The order which technological action 
produces is always local order; it is fragments of the social order which are dealt with, 
so that in general the world is treated a collection of fragments. The instrumentalist 
focus on particulars or circumscribed spheres of action, with their seductive 
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immediacy, tangibility and offer of phenomenological certainty, works to cut up the 
broad fabric of social life so that mostly a succession of apparently isolated facts 
remain. Bauman (1993) notes that the only unitying and totalising effect which 
technology produces is that of technology itself in the form ofa 'closed system, which 
tolerates no alien bodies inside and zealously devours and assimilates everything which 
comes within its grazing ground' (p. 195; emphasis in original). He illustrates this 
splitting and fragmenting effect by reference to the consequences for individuals of the 
different forms of expert problem-solving knowledge which they can draw on. What 
results is the fragmentation 'oflife into a succession of problems', leaving only 'diverse 
wants, each to be quelled by requisition of specific goods or services; and the diverse 
internal or external constraints, each to be overcome in turn, one-constraint-at-a-time -
so that this or that unhappiness now and then can be toned down or removed' (p. 197). 
As with self, so with the wider social order - in both cases, the inability to conceive of 
a totality severely restricts the potential for moral responsibility: 'Out of the partial 
interests and focused obligations, no overwhelming responsibility for the other is likely 
to be patched up' (p. 198). This all implies that it is not merely the emphasis on 
technical efficiency which suppresses public ethical discussion (as described by 
Habermas): it is also the fact that the ability to focus on any set of relations wider that 
the immediacy of specific task-orientated actions is restricted. Technocratic 
consciousness is opposed to the interests of coherent total consciousness deriving from 
politically enlightened individuals (Habermas, 1974). This point gives further meaning 
to the notion that, normally, people's relation to a system of technological action will 
be simultaneously 'intimate and estranged' (Habermas, 1974, p. 256). A sense of 
intimate knowledge about particular bits of technology, or consumer goods, goes 
along with such things appearing strange in that the relations between them (in addition 
to their own partisan nature), or background tendencies, are difficult to visualise. 
Freedom 
As far as the end-of-ideology regime's quest for legitimacy is concerned, an appeal to 
competence in the technical manipulation of economic and social life is not sufficient. 
For alongside the celebration of rationality, a more transcendental rhetoric is required 
(Eagleton, 1991). If, as Habermas (1971) suggests, the rise of technocratic 
consciousness involves the repression of ethics, then there are likely to be attempts to 
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compensate for this by invoking more metaphysical values. This is the case even 
though such values, such as freedom, can clash with, and have their credibility 
undermined by, the rationalizing tendencies. 
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To the earlier contextualisation of the end-of-ideology claims we can emphasise the 
notion of the latter's functionality as part of a Cold War revival of liberalism and its 
defence of the realm of freedom - the 'free market', 'free politics' and the 'free world'. 
The idea of technocratic tendencies existing in conjunction with liberal rhetoric should 
not be seem too surprising given that historically liberalism has often been claimed by 
its adherents have a specially affinity with science (Arblaster, 1984). In a sense, 
liberalism can be seen as an attempt to take the concepts of the fact/value distinction, 
empiricist testing of general propositions, tentatively - rather than dogmatically - held 
beliefs, and a generally sceptical outlook, into the domain of political practice. Within 
the liberal rhetoric of the end-of-ideology theses political empiricism is presented as a 
guarantor of free and open - because non-dogmatic - action, while at the same time 
being orientated to technical adaptation to certain goals, such as the continuing growth 
of the consumer market, which appear as outside the range of democratic control. 
Something which was seen at the time as a central marker of the varieties of freedom 
just noted, and the associated liberal notion of tolerance, was the supposed pluralist 
organisation of society, as well as of political life. In this framework, the political 
process is viewed as involving the resolution of conflicting interests through bargaining 
within the parameters of an underlying value consensus. All groups in society, even 
those which have traditionally been most marginalised, would be included in the 
consensus. Rather than being maintained by an elite in order to keep a hold on power, 
such a consensus was seen as a collective product of society as a whole. This 
conciliatory arrangement, with power always being dispersed to a number of points so 
as to offset the dominance of single groupings, was identified with a free and open 
society. The commonly used concept of 'competitive equilibrium' nicely expressed the 
looked-for combination of a dynamic diversity of perspectives and comforting balance 
and stability. The optimistic view of society as fundamentally pluralistic and inclusive, 
providing the opportunity for consensus without any need for serious political struggle, 
was popularised by political scientists at the time, such a Dahl (1956). The fact that 
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such theories was weighted towards the presence and value of consensus was reflected 
in the fact that political conflict between groups was portrayed as merely surface 
phenomena: 
In a sense, what we ordinarily describe as democratic "politics" is merely 
the chaff. It is the surface manifestation, representing superficial 
conflicts. Prior to politics, beneath it, enveloping it, restricting it, 
conditioning it, is the underlying consensus on policy that usually exists 
in the society among a predominant portion of the politically active 
members' (Dahl, 1956, p. 132). 
Such researchers typically did not begin by formulating certain ideal notions of 
democracy against which the actual workings of democracy could be judged and found 
. 
wanting. Rather, their empirical outlook led them to reject the 'imposition' of such 
ideals in favour of what was claimed to be an objective look at actual circumstances in 
all their complexity. This ostensibly pure exercise in description, in fact, invariably 
meant merely that 'ideals' would be imported in a less obvious fashion, such that 
existing political arrangements were represented as effective democracy in action. 
There were certain important a priori assumptions underlying this type of research 
which helped ensure that a free and equal pluralist state of affairs would be 
scientifically discovered. These assumptions related particularly to a certain pluralised 
conception of power. Power was individualised in the sense that it was defined as an 
individual's capacity to realise their goals in the face of resistance. A consequence of 
this was that attention was drawn away from broader societal structures; it was 
overlooked that 'the bias of a system is not sustained simply by a series of individually 
chosen acts, but also, most importantly, by socially structured and culturally patterned 
behaviour of groups, and practices of institutions' (Lukes, 1974, p. 22). Power was 
taken to be dispersed to a multitude of individual decision-making contexts. Because in 
each situation the factors influencing the decision making were different, and no single 
interest was favoured, power was also randomised (Hall, 1985). As a result of this 
model, major structures of domination, and systematic skewing of the democratic 
process, were outside the theoretical frame of reference. In sum, there was empirically 
proven to be no serious conflicts and major asymmetries of power, but instead free 
bargaining between different interests within an all inclusive consensus (Dahl, 1961). 
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This meant that the desirability of a post-ideological style of political conduct also 
appeared to be a proven fact. 
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In the British context, pluralist ideas can be seen to have influenced the reorganisation 
of government practice. There was implemented in the 1960s a programme of 
'administrative pluralism' whereby different government departments and semi-
autonomous agencies were conceptualised as competing interest groups whose 
demands could be played off against each other in a situation of so-called 'creative 
tension' (Smith, 1972). More generally, Hall (1985) has gone so far as to suggest that 
pluralism become installed at this time as 'the model of the industrialised social order' 
(p. 27; emphasis in original). One way in which he illustrates this is by highlighting the 
taken-for-granted assumptions of academic research on media effects at the time. The 
implication of this illustration is that the end-of-ideology theorists were not just 
announcing an agenda for political actors but also for investigating the social world 
more generally. In Hall's view, the ideological presupposition that 'pluralism works' 
formed the starting point of this empirical research. The model of power and influence 
was agam 
paradigmatically empiricist and pluralist: its primary focus was the 
individual; it theorized power in terms of the direct influence of A on Bs 
behaviour; it was preoccupied .... with the process of decision making. Its 
ideal experimental test was the before/after one: its ideal model of 
influence was that of the campaign. Political campaign studies conceived 
politics largely in terms of campaign influences and the resulting voter 
choices .... Larger historical shifts, questions of political process and 
formation before and beyond the ballot-box, issues of social and political 
power, of social structure and economic relations were simply absent... 
(Hall, 1985, p. 26). 
The necessary condition for the cultural pervasiveness of the pluralist vision in the 'free 
world' was the Cold War. This vision was constituted in opposition to 'totalitarian' 
Soviet power. The sustaining of an image of a pluralist status quo involved a 
continuous effort to exclude its supposed enemy in the form of an 'ideological' 
communist regime. Domestic national politics was sacrificed in the interest of an 
international Cold War politics. Ideology, as it was commonly understood by the end-
of-ideology theorists at this time, generally carried more pejorative connotations than it 
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does at present. It was thought to be characterised by a comprehensive and rigid set of 
explicit formulations which were internally consistent and demanded a high level of 
subservience by their adherents (Shils, 1968). In other words, it came to represent a 
closed and dogmatic system of ideas, and, especially when equated with totalitarianism, 
the absolute opposite of liberal notions of freedom. With its programme for wholesale 
political and social change it stood against liberal empiricism in politics, which eschews 
programmes and blueprints, and seeks rather to provide specific remedies for specific 
problems as and when they occur (Arblaster, 1984). Ideology then, especially the 
Marxist ideology of the West's Cold War enemy, was seen as a threat to political 
freedom as expressed in the pluralist vision. 
In addition to the end-of-ideology theories oflikes of Bell, Lipset and Shils, the 
equation of ideology with psychological dogmatism could also be found within 
prominent psychological texts of the period. Rokeach's (1960) theory, for example, 
represented a liberal attempt to provide a scientific measure for distinguishing between 
openmindness and c1osedmindedness. It was of course the latter which was suggested 
as characterising the thought of the ideologue, ensuring a rigidity and potential political 
extremism which threatened to destroy other individuals' freedom. 
To a large extent the pejorative understanding of ideology as totalitarian in spirit 
reflected the general moral climate following the traumatic experience of the Second 
World War and, later, when news of the Stalinist purges began to leak out of the 
Soviet Union. There was a common reaction against the perceived way that grand 
ideological projects of societal transformation inevitably ended in fanaticism and terror. 
The historical record of the 'total ideologies' ofleft and right appeared to prove how 
questions of human costs and individual freedom were ignored in the uncompromising 
race to achieve the reengineering of the social order in line with an ideological blue 
print and 'ultimate ends'. A1bert Camus summed up this feeling when, in an influential 
book of the 1950s, The Rebel, he sarcastically paraphrased the utopians' attitude: 
'What in fact does the sacrifice of individual men matter as long as it contributes to the 
salvation of all mankind!' (cited in .A.rblaster, 1984, p. 320). Edward Shils, who has 
been credited with coining the phrase 'the end of ideology', describes the sense at a 
1955 conference on contemporaneous politics that one had 'learnt from the disasters of 
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governing societies by passionate adherence to formulae' (Shils, 1955, p. 53). It is the 
lasting images of ideological projects - often starting out with ambitions of a more 
humane social order - gone awry that helped warrant the establishment of a reductive 
typology of political conduct. Either one adhered to liberal values of scepticism and 
caution or one risked sliding into destructive intolerance. Hence, there was a serious 
loss of faith in the ability of a democratic system to safely absorb a politics of opposing 
convictions. Such a politics was seen as antipathetical to the routine life of the civil 
political order - a point which will be returned to below. All ideological politics, it was 
felt, could potentially lead to disaster. Bit by bit, in the drive to realise rigid, abstract 
principles, unethical means would come to seem acceptable; totalising thought would 
become totalitarian thought. The left/right distinction itself had been labelled at this 
time as being unavoidably associated with fanaticism and intolerance. Krogh 
(1960/1968), for example, argued that the distinction, and particularly the 'left', has 
been permanently stained by the excesses of the Jacobins in the French Revolution. The 
left/right concept reflects the logic of its 'parent body' the French Revolution, and 
'insists that pursuit of the democratic ideal leads to and requires government by terror 
and measures of class liquidation' (p. 148). It stands utterly opposed the experience of 
England and America where 'the pursuit of the democratic ideal through "government 
by discussion" leads to measures of class assimilation in which all classes gain 
representation and a voice in the decision making power' (p. 148). 
Practitioners of ideological politics could be portrayed as, on one hand, too political. 
For they politicise everything; all aspects oflife could in some way be interpreted in 
relation to the ideological framework as a whole: 'no sphere has any intrinsic value of 
its own. There is no privacy, no autonomous spheres of art, religion, economic activity, 
or science. Each, in this view is to be understood politically' (Shils, 1968, p. 68). On 
the other hand such practitioners can be presented as not politically minded enough, or 
as a threat to politics. For they do not respect the subtle and complex art which is 
political activity - including the need for civility, adaptation and give-and-take (Crick, 
1964; Oakeshott, 1962/1991). 
These different voices can be categorised as all coming down on one side of the moral 
dilemma which Weber (1919/1991), in the essay Politics as a Vocatioll claimed that all 
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politicians have to confront. This was the dilemma between the 'ethic of ultimate ends' 
and the 'ethic of responsibility'. The former denotes a religious-like, all-or-nothing 
commitment to a particular cause, together with the qualities of passion and 
unwiUingness to accommodate to competing interests. The latter on the other hand 
denotes an acceptance of the necessity of any political project having to be 
compromised as part of the need to tolerate the validity of opposing political stances, 
and 'not ... burden others with the results of his own actions so far as he was able to 
foresee them' (p. 121). Such concern with the greater good ofa tolerant and pluralist 
political arena, brings with it a more pragmatic outlook and less ambitious and firmly-
held ends. Weber argues that a good politician needs to respect both of these ethics, 
working out the right balance between them. For they 'are not absolute contrasts but 
rather supplements, which only in unison constitute a genuine man - a man who can 
have the calling for politics' (p. 127; emphasis in original). The politician must try to 
navigate the difficult course of recognising 'that man would not have obtained the 
possible unless time and again he had reached out for the impossible' (p. 128), while 
also acknowledging the need to reflect in a more detached and sober fashion on the 
broader realities of the political scene. 
The question to be asked is 'how can warm passion and a cool sense of proportion be 
forged together in one and the same soul?'. On one hand proportion is deemed 'the 
decisive quality of the politician: his ability to let realities work upon him with inner 
concentration and calmness. Hence his distance to things and men'. But while the 
absence of such distance will condemn an actor to 'political incapacity', so also will an 
absence of passion: 'devotion to politics, ifit is not to be frivolous intellectual play but 
rather genuinely human conduct, can be nourished from passion alone' (p. 115). 
We can compare this account with that given by Bell at one point when (in The End of 
Ideology) during a discussion of the relation between ethics and politics, he refers to 
Weber's distinction between different ethics of political conduct. In contrast to 
Weber's recommendation of the necessity of both the 'ethic of responsibility' and the 
'ethic of ultimate ends', Bell comes down unequivocally on the side of the former ethic 
- 'the pragmatic view which seeks reconciliation as its goal' (Bell, 196011988, p. 279). 
For Bell, the uncompromising ideologue represents an unacceptable threat to 'civil 
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peace'. Such a practitioner could turn politics into an 'all-or-none battle' (p. 279) and 
undermine the essence of pluralist democracy: i.e. the willingness to compromise and 
engage in pragmatic give-and-take, and recognise the more sacred authority of the 
state or 'the rules of the game'. 
One side of the dilemma is thus championed at the expense of the other. An element of 
passionate conviction, to which Weber gave some positive recognition, now becomes 
wholly a dangerously irrational phenomenon to be avoided. Bell assures the reader that 
adherence to ideologies - characterised as the 'fusion of political formulas and 
passions' (p. 437) to form a kind of secular religion - will lead to politics being over-
run by '''true believers" who burn with pure, unquenchable flame and can accept no 
compromise with faith' (p. 280). Rather than accommodation to the 'complexities of 
life' through a cool focus on concrete issues, there would be a 'a faith and a set of 
moral certitudes by which ends are used to justifY immoral means' (p. 437). Ideological 
politics, underlaid by irreconcilable differences of principle, would bring 'conflict' and 
polarization 'which can only damage society' (p. 121), and make it unable to govern 
itself Again, the emphasis is on the search for consensus rather than trying to clarifY 
points of conflict. 
At this point it can again be indicated how the political orientation ofliberal pluralism 
accords with the technocratic orientation. Liberal pluralism involves a tendency to seek 
an equilibrium between conflicting interests, such as left and right, such that 
responsibility for making hard ethical choices between them would be downgraded. 
Barthes (1957/1993) has conceptualised this process, which results in political inertia, 
in terms of 'neither-norism': 
By this I mean this mythological figure which consists in stating two 
opposites and balancing the one by the other so as to reject them both. (I 
want neither this nor that.) It is on the whole a bourgeois figure, for it 
relates to a modern form of liberalism. We find again here the figure of 
the scales: reality is reduced to' analogues; then it is weighed; finally, 
equality having been ascertained, it is got rid of Here also there is 
magical behaviour: both parties are dismissed because it is embarrassing 
to choose between them; one flees from an intolerable reality, reducing it 
to two opposites which balance each other only inasmuch as they are 
purely formal, relieved of all their specific weight.. .. a final equilibrium 
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immobilizes values, life, destiny, etc.: one no longer needs to choose, but 
only endorse. (Barthes, 1957/1993, p. 153; emphasis in original) 
An important theme associated with the stance evoked here is that of the neutral 
spectator who stands above or outside the competing interests. Barthes draws 
attention to the actual judgmental relation which is generally left unremarked upon 
here: 'this fine morality of the Third Party unavoidably leads to new dichotomy, quite 
as simplistic as that which one wanted to expose in the very name of complexity' 
(Barthes, 1957/1993, p. 82). Thus also with the end-of-ideology theorists, whose 
criticism of others' particular a priori judgements, itself comes to take on its own 
dogmatic flavour. 
As already hinted, following the defeat of Fascism and the emergence of the Cold War, 
a dominant feature of the post-war liberalism was its virulent anti-communism. Thus 
Cold War liberals were particularly interested in uncovering the history of left 
totalitarianism. This ambivalence is reflected in Bell's work for example, throughout 
which there is to be found what is itself an ideologically significant slippage between an 
argument for the end of ideology and one for the end of Marxist ideology. He largely 
neglects mentioning the fate of right-wing ideologies in the America of the 1950s, 
focusing mainly upon leftwing ideas. It is the end of the latter which really defines the 
meaning of the end of ideology: 'The end of ideology closes the book on easy left ideas 
of social change' (p. 405). In sum, it can seem paradoxical that he can portray leftwing 
ideologists as peddlers of simplistic 'prepared formulae' and dogma, and yet not level a 
similar charge against right-wing ideologists (Larrain, 1983). 
Bringing together the above observations, we can talk of a common political 
comprehension regarding the value of pluralistic democracy over ideological politics. 
After the left-wing experiments of the first few post-war years a liberal-
conservative, non-ideological basic attitude established itself almost 
everywhere, including Britain and the USA. It was anti-totalitarian but 
also anti-doctrinaire, focused on specific, pragmatic aspects and 
limitations of politics instead of on a replay of the old ideological battles 
of the Nineteenth Century which, so it was believed, had finally become 
anachronistic in the world after the Second War (Bracher, 1984, pp. 
198-199). 
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Bracher (1984) also points out that 'the concept of the "free world" ... then described 
something very real, moreover in dual sense: liberation from the yoke of Nazi rule and 
now also defence against new dictatorial subjection' (p. 189). As part of the 
reconstruction of post-war Europe, there emerged a new moral understanding of the 
values of political freedom and democracy honed largely in opposition to the 
communist alternative. This could be confirmed in the eyes of many as the growing 
affiuence in 'free' Western Europe could be increasingly contrasted with 'the repulsive 
picture of communist coercive rule and coercive economy' (p. 194). As suggested 
earlier, post-ideological, pluralist politics were associated with a defence of political 
freedom and the 'open society', in opposition to 'closed' ideological politics. 
The frailty of the promises of those who propagated the pluralist, post-ideological 
image of society and the political realm became evident with the re-emergence of 
serious societal divisions. A number of developments, which are impossible to account 
for from a pluralist perspective with its claims for widespread adherence to a common 
value system, can be noted. In addition to the rise of counter-culture protests and racial 
tension in the 19605, economic factors such as difficulties in public finances, rising 
unemployment and recession - especially following the increase in Arab oil prices in 
1973-74 - put the compromise between Capital and Labour under great pressure from 
the late 1960s onwards. This led to the increased occurrence of industrial disputes. 
Ideological cleavages began to open up, which led, in the latter part of the 1970s in the 
United Kingdom and the United States, to the moment when one of the suppressed 
political poles, the neo-liberal right, could strike back against the earlier era of 
consensus. Within the new period of political upheaval, ideological polarisation 
between the Conservative and Labour parties in Britain reached its peak at the 1983 
election. In subsequent years a re-convergence of the parties began as the Labour Party 
realigned itself in several distinct phases of 'modernisation'. But through the 1980s 
there was a mood of confrontation over substantive political issues as the Thatcherite, 
free-market crusade to establish a new settlement uncompromisingly defined, and set 
out to destroy, its enemies - both domestic and international. By the time of the 1992 
election there was already widely seen to have been a significant bipartisan 
convergence as a result of Labour's tendency to accommodate to perceived voter 
preferences, rather than engaging in a politics of advocacy, or 'preference-shaping'. 
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From the beginning of Tony Slair's tenure as party leader in 1994, the rate of Labour 
Party realignment within the parameters of the Thatcherite neo-liberal inheritance 
increased. Thus by the time of the 1997 election, there was inter-party agreement 
across the whole range of key policy areas where in 1993 there had been divergence 
(Hay, 1999). Perhaps most symbolic of Labour's ideological transformation was its 
support for privatisation, deregulation, 'flexible' labour markets, low taxation, more 
determined crackdowns on dole scroungers and endless 'reforms' in the education 
system (McKibbin, 2000). 
Whilst, therefore, in the immediate post-war years, it was the Labour Party which set 
the main parameters of the ensuing political consensus, this time round it was the 
Conservative agenda which set the common tune. 
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The second wave: the end-of-ideology thesis after the collapse of communism 
There emerged once again therefore an era marked by the centralisation of political 
parties and a decline of institutionalised adversarial politics - a pattern observable in a 
number of Western European countries as well as the United States. As the traditional 
antagonists came to inhabit the same political territory, with neo-liberal assumptions 
now becoming common currency, so there was greater mobility of ideas and personnel 
across the political scene, and a consequent blurring of political divides. A 
homogenous managerial politics was set in place, in which struggle increasingly 
revolved around the administrative effectiveness of different parties in implementing 
the same or similar ideas. This melil1t that, for example, what was presumed to count 
electorally was the competence of the governing party in running the economy within 
the particular constraints of the global market competitiveness. Such constraints would 
be fetishicised by prominent politicians and opinion formers as inevitable and 
unchangeable. Parliamentary politics would no longer be about the high stakes clash of 
contrasting visions and hopes for society: this was to be subordinated to a politics of 
pragmatic expediency, incremental reform, and governmental and managerial propriety 
(Hay, 1997). 
In contrast to the first end-of-ideology era, in which the government possessed various 
instruments to manage capitalism in pursuit of particular economic and social 
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objectives, the new consensus was based on a loss offaith in the nation state's 
economic powers. This loss of faith is seen in the rise of a politics of adaptation to the 
perceived constraints of the new global economy, involving low taxation, the reduction 
in Labour regulation, large subsidies to attract international corporations to a particular 
national territory and the shrinkage of welfare spending. What this represents is an 
unprecedented level of dislocation between institutions of democratic control and the 
economy. It would come increasingly to appear as if the economic system worked all 
by itself, as if it really did correspond to the abstract economic theory which paints a 
picture of a 'a kind oflogical machine, which presents itself as a chain of constraints 
impelling the economic agents' (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 96). In contrast to the infinitely 
fast -moving and dynamic world of g10balised financial markets underpinned by 
advances in information technology, national political institutions appeared 
cumbersome and unresponsive. The latter thus could be said to suffer the fate of all the 
other collective structures - such as unions, or solidarity between workers in general -
which might interfere with the operation of the deregulated market. One result of the 
spectacle of a self-propelling system, operating all by itself, was that the massive and 
routine expenditure of political energy required to maintain a situation whereby an 
often insidious market rationality could have free reign, became invisible. To say that 
the economy is outside the range of the collective means for advancing the public 
interest, is also to suggest that the latter become integrated into, and functional within, 
the framework of technical optimisation of efficiency and market competitiveness. The 
remaining issues about which there was ethical disagreement - including how to play 
with a modest fiscal surplus (Hobsbawm, \998) - were still very consequential in their 
effects on people's lives. But the fact remained that the domain of political reflection 
had been severely impoverished. 
The remainder of this chapter will concentrate on two defining end-of-ideology claims 
of this second period. Both of which, in book form, have been international best 
sellers. The basic message, in terms of the impossibility of challenging the fundamental 
contours ofliberal capitalism. and the virtue of a modest pragmatic politics, is the 
same. However, their explanatory frameworks are quite distinct and their political 
sympathies appear on the surface to be different. The first thesis to be discussed is that 
set out by Fukuyama in The End of History and the Last Mall (1992). Later, the focus 
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will shift to the development in Britain ofGiddens' Third Way theory, a version of 
which the Labour Party committed itself to realising practically. 
Fukuyama and the end of history 
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The most important single event which gave a special impetus to the new re-cycling of 
the 'end of ideology' pronouncements was the collapse of the communist regimes. In 
the 1950s and 1960s the claim that there was 'no alternative' involved, in the last 
instance, a moral/political evaluation of an actually existing competing political system. 
With the disintegration of the communist regimes in the face of capitalism's success, 
'there is no alternative' could now be presented as the message given by history itself. 
In other words, liberal democracy could be portrayed as, in Fukuyama's words, the 
'end point of mankind's ideological evolution' (Fukuyama, 1992, p. xi). 
Although Fukuyama makes a bolder statement than the first wave of end-of-ideology 
theorists - history itself was claimed to have ended, rather than just ideology - and 
honed his theory in response to a very different set of historical circumstances, the 
identity between the two in terms of certain basic propositions and an anti-Marxist 
outlook is clear to see. In Fukuyama's work there is again an unequivocal 
condemnation of a politics of radical change. For the earlier wave of end-of-ideology 
theorists pluralism and pragmatic bargaining did not themselves constitute an ideology: 
with their valuing of empirical openness and political modesty they were thought to 
represent the antithesis of ideology. Fukuyama, however, is quite willing refer to his 
favoured political arrangements - which are said to currently be in the ascendant - as 
ideologically based, albeit in the neutral sense of the term. Thus the principles ofliberal 
democracy are toasted as the 'end point of mankind's ideological evolution' and as the 
'final form of human government' (p. xi). These ideological principles, above all 
others, are thought to finally satisfY the individual's historical desire for recognition, in 
particular for autonomy and respect. The consequence is the same: with the demise of 
'the totalitarianisms of the Right and Left' (p. x.xiii), and particularly the absence on the 
left 'of radical solutions to the more intractable forms of inequality', the major political 
arguments are concerned with the pragmatic 'trade off between liberty and equality' 
(p. 293) 
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Although what increasingly come to resemble 'middle-class societies' (p. 291) 
characterised by consumer abundance are not without problems of inequality and the 
marginalisation of particular groups, such inequalities which persist are claimed not to 
constitute a fundamentally destabilising contradiction. Such societies 'will remain 
highly inegalitarian in certain respects, but sources of inequality will increasingly be 
attributable to the natural inequality of talents, the economically necessary division of 
labor, and to culture' (p. 291). Therefore, whilst still not a perfect arrangement, it is 
claimed that no credible alternative system to liberal democracy can be conceived. 
Fukuyama's predictions concerning the future of political action deserve some 
attention. In themselves they constitute a clear instance of the common sense cynicism 
regarding radical political activity which flows readily from a contemporary mood 
characterised by the difficulty 'in imagining a world which is radically better than our 
own' (p. 46). As already suggested, there is said to no longer be any real justification 
for struggle in the traditional history-altering sense; 'large causes' (p. 311), like major 
inequalities, have become extinct. The differences between the major political parties in 
the US and elsewhere narrow in line with a situation whereby big issues concerning 
governance of the community are assumed to have been solved. More than ever 
previously, party conflict is reduced to a fight over the centre ground. As well as any 
continuing transforrnative struggle being delegitimated in Fukuyama' s work, remaining 
traces of it come to be portrayed as proof of the accuracy of the basic theory. 
Today in democratic America there is a host of people who devote their lives 
to the total and complete elimination of any vestiges of inequality, making 
sure that no little girl should have to pay more to have her locks cut than a 
little boy, that no Boy Scout troop be closed to homosexual scoutmasters, 
that no building be built without a concrete wheelchair ramp going up to the 
front door (p. 295) 
Such behaviour, which is presented as obsessive, is said to be the consequence of 'the 
smallness of. .. actual remaining inequalities' in the United States (p. 295). Struggle 
thus becomes a sign of its own essential superfluousness. In its ostensibly pathological, 
post-historical manifestation, it comes to reinforce rather than contradict the central 
hypothesis of the end of history. 
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The verdict on post-historical struggle - struggle which commits the fault of refusing to 
recognise reality - subsequently becomes more overtly harsh when Fukuyama provides 
instances of what he sees as 'struggle for the sake of struggle' (p. 330), struggle out of 
'boredom with peace and prosperity', 'objectless struggle' (p. 332) and 'nihilistic 
struggle' (p. 332). It is not just at the time of his writing that this can be seen, but 
earlier forms are also mentioned. He refers, for example, to the participants of the 1968 
student protests in Paris as having no '''rational'' reason to rebel ... it was precisely the 
absence of struggle and sacrifice in their middle-class lives that led them to take to the 
streets and confront the police'. What they in fact where protesting against (and thus 
also acknowledging) 'was life in a society in which ideals had somehow become 
impossible' (p. 331). In sum, critical interventions by individuals and groups seeking a 
more just social order, are not be taken as 'the hallmarks of a civilisation wound tight 
like a spring, ready to immolate itself on the pyre of new and unforeseen fanaticisms, 
but rather of one quite satisfied with what it is and will be' (p. 337). 
In line with Habermas' (1974) predictions therefore, at a time when politics is reduced 
to pragmatic problem-solving, critical attempts to raise the question of wider purposes 
are stigmatised as irrational. Habermas notes that in a situation of the apparent 
progress of 'a rationalisation limited in terms of empirical science to technical control' 
the fate oflarge-scale value systems is to appear as a 'meaningless agglomeration of 
meaning' (Habermas, 1974, p. 265). 
Fukuyama leaves us with the inevitable, defining paradox: that history may start again 
precisely because it has ended. In other words, because some people will become 
dissatisfied with the dull stability and prosperity associated with the complete triumph 
ofliberal democracy and equal recognition, this arrangement will itself become a target 
of disruptive protest, of excess energy needing to be expended. 
At one point Fukuyama does acknowledge the status of his own arguments as a 
historical echo of previous suggestions of finality and perfection. It is just that these 
past ages did not have the same sophisticated purview as exists now: 'Other, less 
reflective ages also thought of themselves as the best, but we arrive at this conclusion 
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exhausted, as it were, from the pursuit of alternatives we felt had to be better than 
liberal democracy' (p. 46; emphasis in original). 
!he Third Way 
The discussion will now turn to consider the so-called Third Way ideas which have 
been developed in the British context particularly by Giddens (1994, 1998) and have 
been strongly influential in the establishment of New Labour's political approach 
(Slair, 1998a). 
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The primary meaning for F ukuyama of the collapse of communism is the disappearance 
of the alternative political system to liberal democracy. He does not give much room to 
an interpretation which takes this collapse as signalling the death of the dreams and 
ambitions of modernity. But for many postmodernist critics, of course, it meant mainly 
this. There was seen to be a discrediting of a politics of emancipation, of radical, 
confident projects for change, oflarge-scale attempts to intervene in and control nature 
in order to tackle social problems. For such critics then, the 'no alternative' thesis was 
grounded in the discrediting of the type of politics which was inherently orientated 
towards alternatives (except alternatives to modernity). Giddens' work draws on both 
of these different emphases. He accepts as given the claim that there are no longer any 
alternatives to liberal capitalism, while his aim as a whole is to construct around the 
postmodernist critique of modernity a detailed political agenda for 'the renewal of 
social democracy'. 
As noted, Fukuyama supports his suggestion that liberal democracy represents the 
'final form of human government' by characterising one of the driving forces of history 
to be individuals' struggle for recognition. Because liberal democracy most effectively 
satisfies this timeless need for autonomy and respect compared to any other political 
system, it gains the accolade of the 'end of history'. Its gradual spread across the globe 
can be confidently predicted to continue. Giddens, on the other hand, also considering 
the question of a spread of democratising processes across the world, provides a 
sociologically-based explanation. The growth of the desire for autonomy and respect 
can be seen as a more recent phenomenon, firmly linked to the whole set of 
fundamental changes in the social order which distinguish the period oflate modernity 
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in industrialised countries. Once this 'altered context of political life' (Giddens, 1994, 
p. 4) is highlighted, then Liberal Democracy can be judged against the new set of 
individual and societal 'needs', and found to be wanting in a number of respects. 
Therefore, instead of Fukuyama's ruling political ideology, we have a ruling social 
order - or 'reflexive modernisation' - which can be portrayed as necessitating certain 
types of political conduct over others. These proposals turn out to be more developed 
than those recommended by Fukuyama, as will be seen below. Both of these contexts 
of political action however are presented as resulting from inevitable historical forces. 
For Giddens the central dynamics in the recent transformation in social life include 
giobalisation, increasing social reflexivity and risk, and detraditionalisation. Together 
these phenomena lead to a large proliferation of choices needing to be made at all 
levels of society, stretching from the personal realm of everyday experience (e.g. 
identity construction, relationships), to more collective decision-making contexts (e.g. 
environmental protection, community regeneration). Traditional authority can no 
longer demand unquestioned respect, and in its new position as one frame of reference 
or source of knowledge among others, needs to justifY its continuing relevance. Such a 
dramatic opening-out of options and decisions to be made, means that the possession 
of more knowledge will not necessarily result in more control as the enlightenment 
theorists predicted. Risks abound in all decision-making contexts, and efforts to gain 
control of and intervene in the world are more likely to increase unpredictability and 
uncertainty. Because the use of science and technology, and progress generally, 
. becomes double-edged, ambitious and grandiose political schemes become more 
problematic. 
Giddens (1994) sees the collapse of communism as indirectly symbolising the 
ascendancy of reflexive modernisation. He refers to the important part played in the 
spread of the 1989 revolutions by globalised networks of electronic media and 
communications. This for Giddens is one spectacular example of how globalisation and 
the changes it enforces on the patterning of everyday life can underlie pressures 
towards democratisation. The collapse of communism is also taken as confirming the 
weaknesses with the classical social democratic outlook in Western European 
countries. The cybernetic model of top-down management of social and economic 
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processes is seen to be unsuitable for an era of more complex societies characterised by 
high reflexivity, and the increasing desire for autonomy. 
But if socialism in the last couple of decades has seemed unable to cope with social and 
economic change, neo-liberalism's embrace of change was misguided according to 
Giddens. He criticises 'market fundamentalism' (Giddens, 1998, p. 19) as propounded 
by Milton Friedman for example, whereby state control would be pushed back to the 
very minimum in economic matters, and the government's main role would be to 
ensure a stable environment within which market actors could freely pursue their 
private goals. It is possible to question Giddens' attempt to distance the Third Way 
from neo-liberalism. For if. as Hayek suggested, neo-liberalism emphasises the 
multitude of local pricing, production and consumer decisions in the market situation, 
might not this then be perfectly compatible with generalised individual reflexivity 
(Anderson, I 994)? Giddens implicitly dismisses such an idea by highlighting vital 
weaknesses of the dominant variants ofneo-liberal doctrine. Firstly, there is the way 
that it leads to the undermining of the communal forms - such as the family and local 
communities - which markets depend. Secondly, in what is already a 'run-away 
society' (Giddens, 1994) the last thing that is felt to be needed is more uncertainty and 
abandonment of the past which comes with the permanent revolution of market forces. 
Although simply trying to conserve traditions, as in the style of 'old' conservatism, is 
equally undesirable. Finally, it is noted that both socialism and neo-liberalism 
demonstrated a commitment to limitless economic growth which is associated with a 
dangerous growth of environmental risks. 
Together these observations go to explain what Giddens sees as 'the exhaustion of 
received ideologies' (1994, p. 10). Neither the 'Old Left' nor the 'New Right' 
represent appropriate responses to the transformations in everyday life which are 
taking place. There is a need to accommodate to new levels of individual autonomy 
and choice, while pursuing the conservative goals of protection, conservation and 
social solidarity. A wide spectrum of issues (from lifestyle choices, to welfare reform 
and running of the economy) can no longer be tackled by either left or right, but 
require solutions which seek to reconcile what have traditionally been presumed to be 
irreconcilable oppositions. There is to be a new willingness to try to transcend dualisms 
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such as individual and collective, public and private, economic and non-economic, 
rights and responsibilities, equality and inequality. Whilst previously the term 'radical' 
had been linked predominantly to the emancipatory aspirations of the political left, now 
this term is to denote the ostensibly bold political trailblazing through the middle of 
what had always been viewed as intractable antagonisms. This is clearly captured in 
Giddens' (1998) claim that the centre position which resulted from going beyond left 
and right did not mean merely a compromise or cohabitation between the traditional 
principles ofleft and right. The Third Way would not be merely a recycling of the first 
wave of end-of-ideology announcements in the 1950s and early 1960s, associated more 
with a traditional 'centre' lying in the middle of the spectrum between left and right. 
Instead, a 'radical centre' (p. 45) is meant to advertise that there has been 'a qualitative 
change' (p. 43) in the relevance ofleft and right in recent years. Issues have appeared 
which can no longer be neatly classified within these categories. It is this which 
necessitates transcending the traditionalleftlright division so as to discover a distinct 
political space, a new synthesis of the themes and values of both sides. One example of 
this is what is called the 'new mixed economy' (p. 99). Rather than an 'old' mixed 
economy involving a separation between state and private sectors, with markets kept 
largely subordinate to government, 'the new mixed economy looks instead for a 
synergy between public and private sectors, utilizing the dynamism of markets but with 
the public interest in mind' (p. 100). This distinctive rhetoric of reconciliation indicates 
a species ofBarthes' (1993) liberal 'neither-norism' which is even more resistant to 
choosing between conflicting values than that considered in the discussion of the 
previous end-of-ideology era. 
The notion of reflexive modernisation, which is the product of a sociological 
empiricism, is presented as politically neutral. We are in the realm of independent 
forces of modernity which the political project of the New Right sought to shape in a 
particular direction, but, it is implied, made comparatively superficial impact. As 
opposed to a commitment to the historical and possible, the force of Third Way 
proposals is the promise to fully and accurately accord with the present and actual 
condition of society. As Rose (1999, p. 472) has pointed out, 'politics is subject to a 
sociological reduction: it is to be evaluated according to the extent that it recognises 
and responds to sociological imperatives'. 
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By taking reflexive modernisation as recommending both more autonomy and more 
'protection, conservation and solidarity', the Third Way appears to produce rather 
contradictory judgements regarding the appropriate style of political activity in the new 
era of politics. There is suggestion of both an opening-up and closing-down of politics. 
The Third Way as pro-political 
On one hand, the structural changes outlined above are said to necessitate the goal of 
reinvigorating British politics. The Third Way is introduced as aiming to develop more 
'inspirational' political ideas, to revive 'political idealism', to 'provide politics with a 
greater sense of direction and purpose' (Giddens, 1998, p. 2). With an increasingly 
reflexive citizenry, the demand for 'deepening and widening', or 'democratising', 
democracy is said to increase. Legitimacy and transparency of government institutions 
must be bolstered by bold constitutional changes, encouragement of more direct 
participation, and better consultative procedures. Included here is the role of 
government in providing the 'means for the representation of diverse interests' and in 
the maintenance of an 'open public sphere, in which unconstrained debate about policy 
issues can be carried on' (p. 47). (This latter concern represents an implicit nod to 
Habermas' work evoking a public space, free from domination, in which 
communicative action can thrive.) In an age when government personnel and 
institutions can no longer depend solely on tradition for their legitimacy (for example, 
the traditional authority of parliament), they have to adapt to new demands for 
accountability from voters and to increase trust in their practices. In the firing line, in 
addition to lack of openness and transparency, will be inefficient administration and 
debates which people feel are not relevant to their lives. This, it is hoped, will reverse 
the public drift towards apathy and distrust. Power will also be given back to the 
people through decentralisation, such that regions and localities will have more direct 
influence on the issues which affect them. These reforms as a whole are contrasted 
with the 'themes of the end of politics and the swamping of the state by the global 
market place' (Giddens, 1998, p. 47). 
The Third Way is also pro-political in the sense that it is identified with one side of the 
political spectrum - the centre left. It seeks to keep alive traditional social democratic 
values: 'A renewed social democracy has to be left of centre, because social justice and 
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emancipatory politics remain at its core' (Giddens, 1998, p. 45). The project therefore 
takes up a position within the traditional arena ofleftlright struggle. 
The above aspirations form the basis for the presentation of the Third Way as a cure 
for 'anti-politics'. As well as the popular disenchantment with and distrust of 
government noted above, this also connotes anti-political ideologies (Schedler, 1997), 
of which neo-liberalism is the most prominent contemporary example. As a result of 
the latter's support for rolling back the state such that de-regulation and privatisation 
are adopted wherever possible, which allows the notion of economic or private 
interests to blur with, and dominate, that of the public interest, this doctrine has been 
termed 'the quintessence of anti-politics' (Miliband, 1994, p. 3). It is announced, 
however, that it is 'time for social democrats to launch a counter attack' against the 
neo-liberal critique of the role of government in social and economic life' (Giddens, 
1998, p. 47). The Third Way recognises a role for the state to play in environmental 
issues, economic management and social justice, although conceptualised more in 
terms of enabling and partnership rather than direct intervention. It is proposed that the 
damaging consequences of the perverted conservatism of the New Right can be 
ameliorated by harnessing traditional conservatism for radical effect (Giddens, 1994; 
Gray, 1993). Such effects include tackling the ethos of unending economic growth and 
consumption, mitigating the destabilizing tendency of market forces and repairing 
damaged solidarities such as the family and communities. 
The Third Wcry as anti-political 
Despite claiming to offer a cure for the kind of anti-politics defined above, the Third 
Way also displays its own distinct kind of anti-political thrust. This relates to its 
implied preference for a non-ideological, or non-partisan politics which would allows 
for the flexibility and pragmatic attitude which the emergence of the new issues is 
thought to require. 
Rather than merely proposing certain 'radical conservative' ends for the Third Way to 
concern itself with (mentioned above), Giddens asserts the virtues of conservative 
political means. He refers specifically to the philosophical conservatism ofMichael 
Oakeshott. Such ideas are believed to offer a timely vision of how to think about 
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politics when the notion of progress is becoming highly questionable, and when new 
solidarities and sense of continuity 'after tradition' have to be developed. Oakeshott's 
(196211991) contrast between two different forms of political conduct - as an 
argument and as a conversation - provide some potent concepts for characterising 
Third Way preferences regarding political conduct. 
Politics as argument 
This denotes the preference for relying predominantly on abstract, technical knowledge 
- the knowledge of the cookbook - rather than the more concrete knowledge of a 
particular tradition, as a guide for political activity. Such activity as a result comes to 
be treated as an enterprise, a particular project of change. This political guide can be 
described as an ideology, defined as that which 'purports to be an abstract principle, or 
set of related abstract principles, which has been independently premeditated. It 
supplies in advance of attending to the arrangements of a society a formulated end to 
be pursued' (Oakeshott, 1962/1991, p. 48). A 'political rationalist' will put more trust 
in reason rather than the traditional, customary and habitual, going always by the 
mantra 'we must ifwe can improve upon it' (p. 48). And, as the name suggests, this 
approach involves the celebration of argument, an important rule being 'judge by 
rational argument' (p. 6). 
Politics as conversation 
From the perspective of conversational politics, there is a concern that the above type 
of ideological politics proceeds as if completely independent of traditional knowledge. 
In so doing, it forgets that ideology is nothing more than an abstract, or abridgement, 
of a concrete manner of behaviour such as a particular political tradition. Political 
activity should instead rightfully consist of pursuing and exploring what is intimated 
within such a shared tradition of behaviour, rather than general principles, 'instant 
desires' (Oakeshott, 1962/1991, p. 56), 'felt need' (p. 9) and 'dreams' (p. 57). In this 
way, then, tradition or embedded practice should be the first place from which political 
answers are sought, rather than politics beginning in ideological activity. The former 
involves embracing uncertainty in politics, and the associated abandonment of the 
'rigidity and fixity' of ideological politics in favour of the moderation and flexibility 
necessary to help maintain the equanimity and continuity of the shared tradition of 
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society. It is thus the qualities of conversation rather than argument which are 
required: 'acknowledgement and accommodation' rather than 'assertion and denial' (p. 
187). 
The Third Way's predilection for a conversational politics can be seen in its suspicion 
ofparticularistic and antagonistic political ends: of 'one-sided' plans for improvement. 
Instead, as already noted, there appears a pervasive discourse of reconciling what had 
previously been taken to be opposing values; of moving from a politics of 'either/or' to 
one of 'both/and' based on the 'free-flowing, open-ended, tolerant exchange of views' 
(Wallach, 1987, p. 599). This includes a greater willingness to be pragmatic in order to 
increase the chance of 'exchange across political fences' (p. 46) and hitherto 
unimagined alliances and forms of cross-fertilisation. Giddens chosen metaphor for this 
openness and peaceful accommodation is that of dialogue. 
This picture corresponds to the goal of a more inclusive, communitarian nation, in 
which everyone can participate. According to one critic, 'The "Third Way" speaks as if 
there are no longer any conflicting interests which cannot be reconciled. It therefore 
envisages a "politics without adversaries" .... Whereas, it needs to be clearly said that a 
project to transform and modernise society in a radical direction, which does not 
disturb any existing interests and has no enemies, is not a serious political enterprise' 
(Hall, 1998, p. 10; see also Mouffe, 1998). Similar criticisms can be levelled at 
Giddens' emphasis on dialogue, specifically his conception of'dialogic democracy'. 
This concept is intended to refer to the necessary form of political deliberation in a 
post-traditional society, implying autonomy, mutual tolerance and the need to be seen 
to be 'open to debate' (Giddens, 1994, p. 115). Anderson (1994) outlines the 
weakness of thinking of democracy as a field of discourse rather a strategic arena of 
interests. He argues that the former conception had a very specific historical origin in 
the exclusive cafe society ofleading European states of the Eighteenth Century. In 
contrast to this restricted environment of equal and good-natured disputation, a 
concrete political arena of conflicting interests, some with a privileged hold on limited 
resources, necessitates a strategic conception of politics characterised by partisan 
struggle and 'a contest for power' (p. 43). 'The danger of conceiving democratic life 
as a dialogue is that we may forget that its primary purpose remains strife' (p. 43). 
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This call for an end of political tribalism, for greater consensus and dialogue, would 
seem to prescribe against those who remain attached to one side or pole of the 
traditional oppositions. Efforts to realise particular, sectarian ends, and the attendant 
conflictual ethos, become something to be avoided. Instead, it is working for the 
reconciliation of conflicting interests which is presented as a virtue. The traditional 
adversaries referred to in the description 'politics without adversaries', and which 
distinguished the political arena throughout the modem period of industrialisation, 
themselves now become the adversaries. The Third Way is by definition situated in 
opposition to a dichotomic, partisan politics involving argument between those with 
different convictions. 
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This anti-sectarian attitude is also well expressed in the work of John Gray (1993), 
which represents a more blatant attempt to posit the sceptical conservative tradition of 
political thought exemplified in Oakeshott' s work as a key guide to current political 
thinking. The setting for this intervention is what Gray sees as the New Right's 
betrayal of traditional conservative ideas as a result of its rationalist faith in the free-
market as a route to world improvement. This political project is said to have 
neglected certain key insights regarding political activity. Rather than holding to the 
notion of human perfectibility, to the belief in one's knowledge of 'what is best for 
society' (p. x), a more uncertain and intractable situation has to be faced up to. If 
'happiness is a matter of chance, and its pursuit is a profitless enterprise' (p. 50), if we 
dwell in a 'realm of mystery and tragedy' (p. 49), and if political life is a 'perpetual 
choice between necessary evils' (p. 63), then a more humble outlook must be 
embraced. 
Upsetting all these prescriptions is the political style, or manner, exemplified by the 
hubristic New Right, dealing in shallow Enlightenment illusions of progress. 
Partisanship and the possession of a particularistic political agenda come in for 
continuous criticism by Gray. We thus witness the damming of the 'sectarian spirit' (p. 
iii), the 'fixation on particular measures' (p. 54). the 'petty and shallow half-truths of 
any ideology' (p. x), and 'putting one's faith in anyone remedy' (p. 64) These 
threaten the achievement of a 'modus vivendi' (viii), the 'practical art of mutual 
accommodation' (p. viii), the necessity of trade-offs between different interests. The 
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traditional party-political arrangements, characterised by Gray in terms of the 
'fundamentalist positions in the major parties', is to be abandoned in favour of 'a new 
consensus' which could facilitate 'civilised public, political discourse about the agenda 
and limits of governmental intervention in society and the economy' (p. 122) . 
The contemporary dilemma of political conduct 
In noting the co-existence within Giddens' theory of politics as argument and politics 
as conversation, we are back in the realm of the dilemma of political conduct which 
Weber claimed that all politicians must confront. In the Third Way, however, the 
dilemma is temporally organised. With the development oflate modern conditions, 
'emancipatory politics' is joined by 'life politics'. The left/right distinction is seen as 
having been traditionally associated with the former, mapping the familiar political 
struggles over the distribution of scarce resources; of social justice and emancipation. 
Life politics on the other hand, relates to the new, more individualised post-materialist 
issues of 'choice, identity and mutuality' (Giddens, 1998, p. 44): choices about 
environmental risk, about work, consumption and lifestyle in general. 'Life politics, and 
the disputes and struggles connected with it, are about how we should live in a world 
where everything that used to be natural (or traditional) now has to be chosen, or 
decided about' (Giddens, 1994, pp. 90-91). 
The 'radical centre' outlook comes then to rest alongside the 'centre left' position. But 
the value attributed to each type of politics is not equal: the former is the politics of the 
future as it is in tune with the main tendencies of reflexive modernisation. The' old' 
politics is still acknowledged as having some role to play, although this is much 
diminished compared to earlier times. While we talk here of a dilemma concerning the 
appropriate form of political conduct, it is in fact only when we come to the analytic 
chapters below that the practical significance of these contrary themes can be 
appreciated. At such moments, it will be seen how the realisation of a preference for 
going beyond politics involves an (often simultaneous) affirmation of politics. 
It is the notion oflife politics that forms the basis of the Third Way belief that a 
pragmatic, ideology-free approach to politics is possible ('a pragmatic attitude towards 
coping with change'; Giddens, 1998, p. 68). Primarily it provides a benign image of 
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different groups and individuals working together, assuming that without particular 
powerful interests suffering serious loss of some sort, common solutions benefiting all 
can be found to humanity's problems. The nature of the problems are those which 
demand input from both professional experts and lay members of the public. This is 
particularly the case in the area of managing risks - such as ecological risks or health 
related ones - created as the unintended by-product of scientific and technological 
interventions. Giddens suggests that governments depend a lot more than before for 
their legitimacy on their competence in this area, and that such issues 'flood into the 
core areas of modem politics' (p. 60). His emphasis on the complexity of such risks 
helps warrant an appropriately sophisticated problem-solving approach which 
transcends partisan politics: 'Deliberative procedures are needed at each step leading 
to risk decisions and normally should involve experts, government and lay individuals. 
The object of risk characterisation is to illuminate practical choices and the limits of 
available scientific and technical knowledge. The complex nature of many risk 
situations means that the framework for debate often needs to be large' (p. 76). As 
with Daniel Bell's political empiricism, it is implied that, depending on the issue, the 
stance and 'political' allies of discussion participants could change such that stable 
political dividing lines would not exist. The different sides in anyone debate are only 
expected to consider the most appropriate means for achieving a commonly recognised 
goal. Every issue should be approached in a fresh way, and appreciated on its own 
merits. It is this outlook which is reflected when, in a recent debate with a socialist 
critic, Giddens at one point appealed for his interlocutor to put aside her' sectarianism' 
and 'enter intothe debate in a direct fashion' (Guardian, 23/5/98). The picture that 
emerges from all this is one of politics being mainly concerned with the management of 
risk in the interest of objective system-goals - an achievement which is thought able to 
benefit all in equal measure. Such goals include efficiency and stability. In a 'runaway 
world', characterised by 'dislocation and uncertainty' (Giddens, 1994, p. 3), we need 
'damage control' and 'repair' (p. 4) - the opposite to a confrontational politics driven 
by those who align themselves with particular projects for trying to perfect things. The 
over-riding orientation and flavour to such collective deliberative activity is 
instrumental - albeit in a negative sense of coping with unforeseen societal 
dysfunctions. The 'bad' type of instrumental, controlling impulse is that of ideological 
political projects whose simplicity stands dangerously opposed to the complexity of the 
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wider social order in which efforts at control may merely increase uncertainty. The fact 
that Giddens is careful to specify the need for ordinary members of the public to off-set 
the influence and priorities of the experts in dealing with risk, still leaves the problem 
of the subordination of a discourse of values and democratic choice, to the adaptation 
to objective necessities which have been specified in advance. For example, the 
emphasis on risk management implies that the large scale historical determinants of risk 
are outside the range of the reflexive citizenry. Despite the space given in Giddens' 
work to social fairness, and the need for some regulatory measures, such as the Tobin 
tax on pure financial speculation, some of the key driving forces behind a global turbo-
capitalism seem to still be generally treated as inevitable. These include the 
privatisation of public enterprises, liberalisation of trade and capital movements and 
deregulation of state controls (Martin and Schumann, 1997). 
In sum, politics appears as the function of objective exigencies which must be obeyed if 
the needs of society are to be satisfied. The above observations also suggest a 
particular notion of democratic accountability which is the outcome of instrumental 
effectiveness rather than through genuine critical reflection which would enlighten 
ordinary people about the presence of conflicts of interest and options for political 
. change. For not only does Giddens set out a picture of the future in which the 
government increasingly gains its legitimacy from competence in risk management; but 
he also discusses improvement in administrative efficiency as a key means of ensuring 
legitimacy: 'Most governments still have a good deal to learn from business best 
practice - for instance, target controls, effective auditing, flexible decision structures 
and increased employee participation' (Giddens, 1998, pp. 74-75). As will be seen 
below, the current New Labour government has made significant progress on the way 
to establishing such a model of administrative management. 
New Labour and the Third Way 
The Third Way approach of the Labour Government provides an opportunity to see 
some of the anti-political vision of Giddens' work being politically implemented. 
The image of society to which Tony Blair appears to aspire is one of a single, all-
inclusive, corporate entity - the only things to be excluded are the purveyors of a 
divisive, exclusivist politics. Blair (\998a) has advocated 'reconciling themes which in 
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the past have wrongly been regarded as antagonistic' (p. 1). He follows Giddens in 
suggesting the need to transcend left and right in order to formulate policies fit for 'a 
changed world', rather than merely attempting to 'split the difference between Right 
and Left' (p. I). In the latter middle way, the antagonisms ofleft and right remain 
potent despite being temporarily suppressed within some form of a compromise 
arrangement. In the Third Way, by contrast, opposing abstract ends are found in fact to 
be complimentary, it is just a matter of getting the balance right, such as that between 
the rights and responsibilities which enable the establishment of inclusive communities. 
A line in an earlier pamphlet by Blair clarifies the meaning of 'radical' as presumed in 
Giddens' concept of the 'radical centre': 'Once being "radical" is redefined as having a 
central vision based around principle but liberated from particular policy prescriptions 
that became confused with principle, then in fact being radical is the route to 
electability' (Blair, 1994, p. 7). The 'particular policy prescriptions' are the first and 
second 'ways', those sets of ends which stubbornly remain oppositional, refusing to 
surrender their particularism to partnership, their argumentative fixity for the gentle 
exchange of opinion and the complementarity characterising a conversation between 
fiiends. 
Elsewhere Blair again emphasises the theme of consensus, and displays suspicion of 
'one-sided' abstract political ends. He describes New Labour philosophy as 'reaching 
out from the mainstream of politics, with appeal throughout Britain, across every 
region, class, age and creed' (Blair, 1997). It is claimed that now is 'the age not of 
dogma or stale ideology but practical change. One of the building blocks of New 
Labour is that no party has a monopoly on the truth. I have never believed our politics 
should be tribal. Most people do not belong to a political tribe.' Consistent with a 
rejection oftribalist politics and of the struggle to realise particular ends in a context of 
contentiousness, we are told that the 'task is to unifY not divide, reaching across the 
old boundaries not just to seek new support but to build change'. The significance of 
party is further questioned when Blair states that 'Our coalition must reach out to 
people rather than parties ... We do not need a grand coalition of parties; we need a 
grand coalition of people who want change' (Blair, 1997). 
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Despite the fact that party-politics do not escape this attack on tribal politics, the 
criticism itself of course originates from, and is strongly bound within a particular party 
project. This project is presented, for example, as 'a modern and relevant alternative to 
the Conservatives' (Blair, 1997). We are also told that 'by reestablishing its core 
identity, the Labour Party and the Left can regain the intellectual self-confidence to 
take on and win the battle of ideas' (Blair, 1994, p. 6). Talk of constructing a broad, 
post-partisan coalition can always be placed back into a particular field of party-
political struggle. The transcendence of partisanship remains a party-political 
accomplishment. 'Party' and 'non-party' form the two sides of a central dilemma 
whose ideological organisation will be demonstrated in detail in the later analytic 
chapters. 
Mair (2000) suggests that Blair's vision of a non-partisan politics, in which the party 
would be by-passed and 'the people' communicated with directly, is becoming a reality 
as a consequence of actions directed to 'the creation of a partyless and hence 
depoliticised democracy' (p. 22). Such a pattern, it is suggested, may be congruent 
with a widespread belief in Western Democracies that party politics is passe. He claims 
that by imposing tight control in the Labour Party - so as to neutralise resistance from 
a pro-partisan leftwing of the party - the New Labour leadership can get on with 
furthering what are already well advanced moves towards institutional pluralism and 
consensus democracy. Such moves include an agenda of devolution of power to 
Scottish and Welsh assemblies; the establishment of an elected authority for London; 
greater co-operation with the Liberal Democratic Party; increased support for 
proportional representation to complement the majority voting system; and, with the 
incorporation of the European Convention on Human Rights into British law, a real 
possibility of a system of internal judicial review. 
Mair refers to the notion of a non-partisan government forlof all the 'the people' as 
one in which political controversy has been replaced by 'good governance', whereby a 
coalition of technical administrators would be periodically held to account in elections 
and plebiscites. In this way, Blair's assault on partisan politics leads to 'politics being 
taken out of politics' (Hattersely, 1997). This is seen in that any fondness for positive 
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advocacy and leadership by New Labour politicians, as a means for building support 
for more visionary policies, has been replaced by a passivity born of an over-deferential 
stance towards focus groups and opinion polls. Such pattern was revealed very starkly 
when, in July 2000, memos sent by Tony Blair to ministers and advisors were leaked to 
the press. In these memos Blair expresses a series of concerns about the outcome of 
focus groups conducted by New Labour's 'polling guru', Philip Gould. For instance, 
he worries that polls have shown that the government is 'seen as insufficiently 
assertive' in pushing the 'nations interests', such as on defence. It is suggested that 'the 
correct policy response' to such problem issues be 'drawn up', and an appropriate 
'message' formulated. He also responds to polls showing that the issue of asylum , 
seekers had become a public concern by foregrounding this issue as one which the 
government must target through 'highlighting removals and decisions' and through 
'some of the genuine asylum claims being given some publicity' (Guardian, 18/7/00). 
More generally, there have been reports that Blair's speeches are routinely checked out 
with polling experts before they are given to make sure that they press the right 
buttons of public feeling. One notorious example of this was a speech attacking public 
sector workers in July 1999, when, it is said, Blair 'was speaking with calculation into 
a feeling picked up as the mood of the moment' (Young, 1999b). 
This then points towards a rabidly non-antagonistic, populist approach oflistening to 
'the people' and giving them what they want. It illustrates New Labour's disinterest 
when it comes to trying to 'produce new political subjects', instead imagining political 
subjects to be 'already out there, fully formed, requiring only to be focus-grouped into 
position' (Hall, 1998, p. 9). In this way the safety first, accommodating approach, 
which has been a constant accompaniment to the Labour Party modernisation process 
before the 1997 election, remains in place. At the same time, the notion of the Labour 
Party as a crusade appears even more as a thing of the past, as does the notion of 
engaging voters in a public competition of ideas and visions. The model of the citizen 
would now be someone who was mostly excluded from public debate, and merely 
offered the choice of approving or disapproving the decisions which the practitioners 
of good governance have made. 
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It is partly this picture which emerges from an analysis by Fairclough (2000) of a 
Government Green Paper on welfare reform. Even though this document has the 
ostensible aim of setting out Government plans for public discussion and consultation, 
in fact, Fairclough shows, its language is overwhelmingly promotional and directive in 
nature, and likely to discourage dialogue. For instance, the way that the principles of 
the welfare reform are laid out, including statements of past achievement, present 
actions, and future intent, means that reform is constructed as a managerial process in 
which the Government appears as a problem solver. Furthermore, the relation to the 
reader is one of telling rather than asking, with the Government coming across as 
authoritative and firmly in control. Thus, there are very few questions asked in the 
document, and it is completely devoid of uncertainty markers like 'maybe' which 
would acknowledge the contentiousness of, and alternative perspectives on, the topic. 
The overall impression is one of slippage 'between the process of consultation over 
proposed welfare reform, and a sort of anticipation of the implementation of the policy 
once it has been agreed' (Fairclough, 2000, p. 135). 
Mair (2000) suggests that even the name 'New Labour', rather than 'Labour Party', 
symbolises an unease with thinking in party terms. More potent however is New 
Labour's tendency to justifY its actions in uncontentious terms, and so avoid making 
enemies. Thus, most famously, the flagship redistributive measure of placing a windfall 
tax on utilities which had previously been privatised by the Thatcher Government is 
'just the obvious wisdom of using excess profits to finance a more practical view of 
social security which may even cut the welfare budget' (Hattersley, 1997). Another 
redistributive measure which is not generally justified in such terms by the government 
minister responsible, is the redirection of funds previously marked for the assisted-
places scheme for private schools into ensuring smaller primary school classes. If 
anything is to be attacked in the course of instigating change it is outdated Tory 
ideology - as if the Labour alternative is about providing real solutions rather than 
playing politics. This type of justification was used for instance when, just after the 
1997 election, the new government announced the abolition of the nursery voucher 
scheme. Anything resembling a celebration of 'the removal of the market from an area 
which is only appropriate for public provision' (Hattersley, 1997) could not be heard. 
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The annual presentation by the Chancellor of the budget represents a moment at which 
careful efforts are made, through appearing to give something to everyone, to avoid 
splitting the political world and antagonising any political constituency. This can be 
seen in the case of the 1999 budget which Young (l999a) describes as consisting of 
'numerous micro-measures' designed to satisfY every class interest: 'a budget for the 
family, a budget for business, a budget for children, a budget for the middle classes, a 
budget for the poorest, a budget for schools, a budget for the NHS: I saw every one of 
those in the ne.wspaper headline in the past week. And each one, in its own way, was 
true' . 
In addition, a conciliatory and non-polemicist orientation can be seen to infuse the 
rhetorical details of Tony Blair's speeches. Fairclough (2000) points out that even 
while seeming to be tough and authoritarian with various interest groups who are 
viewed as needing to modernise (e.g. public service workers and welfare recipients), 
Blair avoids the language of confrontation in a way which contrasts with Margaret 
Thatcher's style. He may, for example, merely allude to failings by using non-agentive 
expressions (e.g. 'failure', 'muddling through', 'second best') which do not explicitly 
identifY who failed. Also in such talk, the 'focus is generally on the positive, action to 
overcome failings, rather than the failings themselves' (Fairclough, 2000, p. 109) 
Fairclough also provides evidence to suggest that the New Labour/Third Way 
aspiration for consensual, inclusive politics is reflected in Blair's non-combative and 
polite interview style. This includes, for instance, a tendency to avoid either 
interruptions or persisting in the face of interviewers' attempts to change the topic. 
We can supplement Fairclough's observations by referring to the topic of New 
Labour's self-proclaimed values. Included here are those with which most reasonable 
people would want to agree. Thus, underlying the goals of 'equal worth', 'opportunity 
for all', 'responsibility' and 'community' are the values of 'talent and 
ambition ... aspiration and achievement' (Blair, 1998a, p. 4). A similar point can be 
made about the general pattern ofsloganeering of the Third Way. A number of 
commentators in the media have made fun of such ideologically free-floating phrases as 
'freedom to do things, as well as freedom from things' (Lawson, 1999); 'The arts and 
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creative industries should be part of our common culture ... Education is not 
enough ... We support the efforts of peacemakers and peacekeepers ... ' (Wheen,2000); 
and, from Giddens' work, the proclamation that 'creativity, diversity and achievement' 
are preferable to 'dull conformity' (Wheen, 2000). 
Fairclough's (2000) study is again relevant here in illustrating the way in which, within 
Labour Party texts, including speeches, policy documents, pamphlets, etc, the usage of 
the word 'values' has shifted with the emergence of New Labour. In texts from the 
Labour Party prior to Tony Blair's leadership this term was frequently used in a 
context of party-political antagonism and differentiation: e.g. 'underlying our 
objectives is a reassertion of Labour's principles and values. We reject the selfish, 
acquisitive doctrines of capitalism'. In the New Labour texts, however, there were 
found to be no instances of usage in a context of party-political antagonism. Instead 
the main context is one of modernisation; of applying traditional values in a modem 
setting. There is also a frequent suggestion of a sharing of the same values by 
government and people, e.g. 'Our actions on exclusion reflect our values and those of 
the British people'. In general, there was an emphasis on common values which 
transcended political divides, as well as a replacement of such divides with a nationalist 
discourse. 
Such values mean that any 'pure' pragmatism of New Labour will be qualified; that 
'what matters is what works to give effect to our values' (Blair, 1998a, p. 4). Compare 
this with the statement made by Tony Blair at an annual local government conference 
in February 1999, declaring merely that 'what matters is what works'. Sometimes 
when an appeal to 'whatever works' is made there is an implication of thoroughly 
objective, value-free criteria deciding what constitutes the meaning of 'works'. This 
type of appeal then, which is especially visible in the context of New Labour's 
managerial reforms which are discussed below, can be rhetorically contrasted with 
'ideological' or 'sectarian' politics. When, for example, it was announced in July 2000 
that the NHS would pay private hospitals to conduct operations, Tony Blair answered 
criticism of the move by stating that he had 'always made it clear that it is not a 
question of ideology' (Blair, quoted in Cohen, 2000) 
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New Labour's emphasis on values compensates for its stark, pragmatic, managerial, 
targeting thrust (Hall, 1998). A managerial orientation, concerned with 'doing more 
for less' through increasing the economic efficiency and competitiveness of service 
delivery, finds particular favour in New Labour's plans for governmental reform. (Blair 
himself has described the task of the Third Way as that of 'trying to manage social 
change in the global economy'; Guardian 7/2/98). Through various manipulative 
methods, it aims to achieve unprecedented levels of system co-ordination and economy 
so as to achieve universal prosperity and social stability. Such an orientation reflects 
the fact that because the Third Way has rejected the socialist critique of capitalism it 
can only criticise the present state of society 'by claiming that it does not match up to 
the logic inscribed within it' (Finlayson, 1999, p. 274). Poynter (2000) has identified 
some important connections between New Labour's managerial approach and the 
managerial revolution in the service economy which came to fiuition during the 1990s. 
The latter involved a radical restructuring of both public and private service industries 
in order to increase efficiency and market competitiveness. The consequences were an 
intense rationalising thrust, including a focus on performance measurement and 
monitoring, and manipulative productivity-boosting techniques, such as in relation to 
mentallabour1. 
It is the compensatory search for a rich moral vocabulary for politics which helps 
explain New Labour's attachment to communitarian ideas. The notion of a largely 
autonomous community 'enabled' by the state, evokes a way of collectivising conduct 
which, it is believed, can counter the dangers of New Right-induced atomisation, and 
the traditional social democratic interventionist state (Rose, 1999). (As has been 
pointed out - e.g. Fairclough, 2000 - in this version of communitarianism, it is 
individuals', rather than business's, responsibility to the community which is 
emphasised. ) 
I Such 'induslrialisation of the intelligence' (Kennedy. 1991: cited in Poynter. 2000. p. 152) is 
epitomised by the new controlled environments of the call centre 'assembly lines' which. according to 
Poynter. employ over 250.000 people in the UK. 
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Communitarian sympathies can be associated with the overall preference of the Third 
Way for a collective coming together, whether in the political sphere or in the world of 
business. Through this increased social integration - especially as aided by more 
advanced communications technology and the greater quantity and availability of 
information - it is thought that the space for ethical debate, and moral language in 
general, will expand (Mulgan, 1997). An important feature of such communitarian 
ethics is the emphasis on trust, especially as expressed in the notion of partnership: 
whether between government and the people, employers and employees, public and 
private agencies, or between companies within the' knowledge economy' relying much 
more on building networks of 'active trust' with each other (Giddens, 2000). Mirroring 
the advice he gives to traditionally opposing political camps, Giddens suggests that 
success in the future is more likely to come to those businesses which collaborate and 
network, rather than to those who remain isolated. 
The emphasis on trust is an important indication of the dilemma of Third Way 
regarding values: on one hand it envisages a rationalistic - and technocratic - style 
order in relation to which morality is likely to be portrayed as irrational. But on the 
other hand,. 'moral impulses are still an indispensable resource in the administration of 
any such "really existing" arrangement and thus have to be tamed, harnessed and 
exploited rather than merely suppressed or outlawed' (Bauman, 1993, p. 13). 
The rhetoric of inclusion, of coming together, of getting more interconnected, does 
. take the form of a moral vision of all being able to participate, through gaining the 
necessary skills, in the 'knowledge economy'. Such a vision can be presented as 
evidence of New Labour's aim to 'combine enterprise and fairness' (Blair, 1998; cited 
in Fairclough, 2000, p. 43). One site in which ideas concerning the benefits of 
increased inter-connectedness have been extensively developed is Mulgan's (1997) 
'connexity' manifesto. Here there is outlined the notion of open, self-designing 
systems, characterised by more horizontal communication and 'economical, light 
sharing of information' (p. 178). This does indeed seem to represent a positive move 
(i.e. in terms of a business criteria of potentially increased profitability) in the case of 
firms which 'come to be seen as based not on their capital. .. or their internal 
hierarchies, but rather on their webs of relationships to shareholders, suppliers and 
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customers, and on their systems for distributed production, accounting, research and 
sales' (p. 178). The trouble comes when Mulgan then seeks to apply the same principle 
to politics, looking forward to the time when the latter appears 'less like a competition 
between blocs to get hold of a static pool of power, and more like an information 
system attempting with varying degrees of success to aggregate millions of 
preferences, to devise common solutions and to mobilise changes in public behaviour 
such as harder work, better parenting, or greater willingness to obey laws' (p. 178). 
This image has some echoes of the one which Habermas warned about. Public 
deliberation about political purposes seems to be absent. The picture is closer to a self-
regulating system whereby provided there is a collection - such as through polls or 
focus groups - of preferences with which the necessary calculations and changes can be 
made, successful control of 'feedback' can be achieved and system stability maintained. 
In other words, 'information about the current state of the system feeds back to 
influence adjustment towards homeostasis, so correcting deviations from its basic 
goals' (Jary and Jary, 1991, p. 648). 
This is not so far away from Barnett's (1998) concept of 'corporate populism', which 
he uses to think critically about New Labour's managerial modernisation. In this 
account Britain is conceptualised as a giant business corporation, with Blair as the 
eEO, his ministers as company managers and 'the people' as the customers. This 
analogy is especially usefully in highlighting Blair's business-like 'can do' attitude to 
problem solving, his belief in efficiency and constant efforts to maximise and test 
performance, strong control from the centre, and especially the perspective which aims . 
to satisfY everyone, from all section of society: 
A large multinational genuinely wishes to sell to everyone, rich and poor 
alike, and believes that that all can benefit when it does. Whoever may 
gain from its profits, it has no special class identification inscribed into 
its products. Guided by polls and focus groups, it excludes no one from 
its calculations as its advertising department seeks market dominance. 
(Barnett, 1998, p. 46) 
Whether the image is a business corporation, a single machine or a community, the 
suggestion of a single, undivided, organic entity is central. Partisanship is to be either 
driven out or simply broken down and absorbed within the main homogenous body. 
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The final section of the chapter will seek to set out the main characteristics of New 
Labour's brand of managerialism, by examining its development in one particular 
domain of public administration: that oflocal government. 
The market-managerial revolution in local government 
61 
A brief consideration will be provided of the institutional changes, especially the rise of 
a powerful new organisational rationality, within local government since the late 1970s. 
The main thrust of the changes can be effectively introduced through summarising 
Cochrane's (1993, 1994) account of how local government has been affected by key 
processes of socio-economic transformation which were set in motion following the 
crisis of social democracy in Britain over twenty years ago. By viewing local 
government in terms of a 'local welfare state', Cochrane attempts to understand its 
changing form within the confines of a wider Thatcherite ideological project to allow 
the welfare state to work better for business. In this scenario social policy becomes 
increasingly subordinated to an overall political strategy of increasing the economic 
efficiency of the nation. In the case oflocal government, it corresponds to a transition 
involving the model oflocal government as provider being replaced by the notion of 
the' enabling authority'. The latter first emerged within the context of debates about 
how to introduce market-based approaches to the delivery oflocal services. Such 
debates in turn emerged against a background of increasingly assertive interventions by 
central government into local government in the 1980s. Stoker (1991) has documented 
the two main inter-related themes of these interventions. On the one hand, there was 
the attempt by the Thatcher administration to control local spending, such as by using 
its grant awarding power to introduce a system of spending targets and penalties for 
over-spending. Later on, powers for a central government minister to limit the level at 
which the rates oflocal authorities could be set were brought in. It was the supposed 
wastefulness and absence of a 'value for money' culture in the Greater London Council 
and the six metropolitan councils which led to their abolition under the 1985 local 
government act. 
On the other hand, according to Stoker (1991) .here was the wider programme of 
privatisation which brought with it three types of policy: i) The transfer of as many 
- - -------------------
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council assets to the private sector as was felt to be feasible. The most famous and 
lucrative instance of this was the selling off of council houses to their tenants under the 
'Right to Buy' scheme. ii} The introduction of market discipline into local government 
service delivery, such as by forcing councils to allow private service providers to 
compete for contracts alongside the in-house provider. iii} A general trend towards 
allowing private and voluntary agencies to replace public provision in areas such as 
housing and urban renewal. An example of the latter is the operation of the Urban 
Development Corporations (first in London and Merseyside, and then spreading 
elsewhere) which were premised on the idea that public sector involvement and 
subsidies would prepare the way for attracting private sector investment in areas and 
conditions where little had existed before. 
The key integrating idea behind these different developments - as expressed by a 
prominent central government architect of the local reforms - was for local authorities 
'to operate in a more pluralist way than in the past, alongside a wide variety of public, 
private and voluntary agencies' (Ridley, 1988; cited in Stoker, 1991, p. 151). Such 
agencies would now take primary responsibility for the delivery of services, the council 
playing a relatively back -seat co-ordinating role. 
These central government attempts to impose the values of deregulation, flexibility and 
efficiency were initially heavily resented by many councils as fundamental attacks on 
their democratic autonomy. But towards the end of the Thatcher years it came to be 
seen by many as an opportunity and as a challenge, the rewards of which could be 
increasingly influential and dynamic role for local councils. For example, Srooke 
(1989; cited in Cochrane, 1993), who describes his ideas as consistent with the 
aspirations ofleft and right, argues that with councillors being released from 
responsibilities for service provision they can adopt a broad concern with the welfare 
of the area as a whole. The image oflocal authorities as liaising with a variety of other 
agencies - public, private and voluntary - in order to achieve provision of a full range 
of services, is seen to hold out the chance for greater strategic responsibility. 
A particularly influential vision for local government refonn, reflecting a centre-left 
agenda, is that formulated by Stewart (1995). Here there is an attempt to reinterpret 
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the concept of the enabling authority such that a market discourse of efficient serving 
of customer needs is counterbalanced with hopes of encouraging a more active citizen 
involvement in determining public purpose. What is aimed for is a system of 
'community government' in which a dynamic council wiU enable communities to define 
and meet their needs. 
In contrast to the above instances optimistic re-evaluation, Cochrane takes a more 
pessimistic view. He suggests that any serious democratising and radical enabling 
hopes are held back as a result of a growing corporatist ethos accompanying the 
development of the enabling authority. This refers to the idea that the' state continues 
to play an active role as mediator between different interests, managing those 
otherwise excluded, but more clearly than ever does so in an overall context that 
acknowledges the dominance of business' (p. 115). The main distinguishing features of 
this trend are listed below. 
Firstly, there is the growth of competition between different localities as local 
authorities understand themselves as more like businesses, in which economic success 
is the overarching goal and which have to respond to global economic pressures. Thus, 
for example, welfare policies may become integrated into a strategy of making a 
particular area attractive to business. One finds that in addition to stress being placed 
on 'the need to link economic regeneration and social regeneration', there is an 
implication 'that the latter is dependent on the former' (p. 99). Secondly, Cochrane 
mentions the emergence of the role of business, not just in the area of service 
provision, but as an active participant in the political process at local level, particularly 
in areas of economic development, education and training. Thirdly, there is the 
emergent tendency for local councils to adopt a business model as the most 
appropriate one for the organisation oflocal provision. A situation is said to have 
arisen whereby many 'key professionals are seeking legitimacy not from the electoral 
process but from their ability to fit into. the latest management language, particularly 
reflected in the shift in usage ... from ''\:Iient'' to "consumer'" (p. 106; see also Salskov-
Iversen, 1997, for an illustration of how such language is used in the public 
documentation distributed by local authorities). Cochrane adds that the notion of the 
enabling authority has encouraged a managerialist outlook through helping to justify 
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the introduction of concepts such as strategic policy-making, mission statements, 
making business plans, issuing contracts and monitoring service provision. In this case 
then, the involvement of business in local government is not so much about direct 
business involvement. Rather, it also involved subtle changes in common sense such 
that business-like concerns - e.g. those which would be appropriate in an environment 
of market competitiveness - would be justified. 
The final change mentioned by Cochrane is that of fragmentation. This refers to the 
distribution oflocal government responsibilities to a range of different agencies in 
order to make the running of local government more business-like. He observes how 
this arrangement serves to obscure clear lines of political responsibility and 
accountability, as there exist a number of networked, semi-autonomous agencies -
rather than just the council - each of which could serve as candidates for blame should 
service provision fail to satisfY. 
As a result of these four developments local government activities can be said to 
currently take place within the context of a powerful consensus on the importance of 
accommodation to market pressures, and a managerial outlook borrowed from the 
private sector. This consensus meshes smoothly with central government preferences. 
It represents a new settlement in the long-running tension between pressure for local 
government to adopt a role as a subservient and efficient administrator of the centre's 
policies (thus having an essentially apolitical character), and the idea oflocal 
democracy in which regional diversity and the autonomy oflocal authorities is. 
championed above all else (Kingdom, 1993). 
The two ideological strands within the current local government regime (neo-liberal 
marketisation, and managerialism) contributed to the suppression of the dimension of 
political controversy and opportunities for public consideration of distinct political 
choices. The first strand, that of marketisation, will be focused on to start with. There 
is a danger that the dominance of enterprise and market assumptions in local 
government discourages the development of active citizenship and collective reflection 
about common purpose. For the market, as a regulating force in social life, does not 
generally facilitate a situation whereby it can be perceived by people as a particular 
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political choice; arguably there is a tendency for the market to hide the significance of 
its presence as an organising principle. The range of choices which face a consumer, 
for example, may be very difficult to see as anything other than a ' "natural product" -
and of a contingent, neither planned nor even anticipated, and so an unchosen 
product ... Indeed, the "purposeful action" element in the final product is all but 
covered up, and so it is not immediately clear what kind of openly purposeful action 
could cause the agenda to be transformed' (Bauman, 1999, p. 75). Ifmarket principles 
present themselves, and are presented, as an extrasocial and apolitical force to be 
taken-for-granted and adapted to, then the range of political debate is narrowed 
(because significant aspects of daily social life 'just are' not at issue) and the freedom 
of citizens to participate in the shaping of the common good is impoverished. 
Furthermore, in such circumstances 'Leadership ... tends to be a matter not of setting 
targets, not ofvision ... but of providing paths of adjustment' (Held, 1998, p. 27). An 
alternative scenario might be a willingness to establish democratic legitimacy through 
campaigning, and building popular support for, policies which may dissent from or 
question national government priorities. 
Remaining with the topic of the market, we can consider the entry of the language of 
'consumers' to local government. This gives the impression of empowered individuals, 
to which the council is increasingly accountable and thus more motivated to treat with 
respect. In fact, they tend to remain outside of key organisational processes through 
which services are designed and delivered. Cochrane (1993) usefully emphasises the 
differential allocation of power between a 'customer' and a local 'citizen':. 'Be.coming a 
"customer" (even if your rights are spelled out in a glossy charter) reduces political 
power (however limited) replacing it with a rule-based quasi-contractual complaints 
system' (p. 114). The individuating notion of the consumer stands opposed to an active 
notion of political belonging to a particular collectivity, with the associated rights and 
powers to participate in the shaping of the common purpose of that collectivity. 
Attention will now be turned to the rise of managerialism. Even though the basic pillars 
of the managerial revolution were well established prior to the election of the New 
Labour Government, that government has demonstrated a keen commitment to take it 
further. Blair (1998b) presents local government as a key partner in 'modernising' 
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Britain, the Government being dependent on it to deliver its main pledges 'on the 
ground where it matters' (p. 6). The Government's aim of improving standards in 
education, for instance, depends on local authorities setting targets and monitoring 
under performing schools; and such authorities are relied on make the welfare-to-work 
scheme work. For local government to perform this role it too must embrace 
modernisation. 'The people's needs require' that local authorities 'rise to the challenge 
and work in partnership in building a modem Britain' (pp. 3 and 22). 
Local authorities appear to be a domain in which the political fantasies of the Third 
Way can be realised in a concentrated and pure fashion: councils acting as community 
leaders, enabling partnerships between multiple agencies in order to provide quality 
services for all; pioneering the use of new technologies to increase public participation 
and accountability through increased consultation exercises and innovative attempts to 
boost voting figures; flexible and creative problem solving unhindered by ideological 
divides. All the time this is presented as a progressive advance on the old, dull, inward 
looking structures of bureaucratic and professional organisation. 
If one looks, for example, at coniments by the minister responsible for local 
government (Armstrong, quoted in Hetherington, 2000), or the Local Government 
Network (a pro-modernisation campaigning organisation which brings together 
academics, local councillors and local authority managers), one finds that 
managerialism is represented as heralding a dramatic and progressive change in the 
culture of public service settings. This change will be led by 'courageous', dynamic and 
newly empowered managers imbued with strategic vision. As envisioned, for instance, 
in New Labour's centre-piece scheme for local government reform, whereby local 
authorities have to demonstrate that they are delivering 'Best Value' in service 
provision (Blair, 1998b), the above mentioned managers, or 'change-makers', will be 
encouraged to co-ordinate multiple networked agencies, and engage in relentless 
performance testing, target setting, consuliation with service users, and enhancing 
competition between providers, so as to introduce and maintain the three Es: 
efficiency, economy and effectiveness. Councils' efforts at cultural transformation and 
performance optimisation will, in addition, have to satisfY the demands of a strict 
regime of external regulators and inspectors. This reflects the fact that devolved 
responsibility to local managers takes place in conjunction with a less visible 
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centralisation of power to ministers who can - particularly through the restriction of 
financial resources - ensure the maintenance of pre-given ends. 
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As efficiency and value-for-money become the over-riding criteria for comparing and 
evaluating the viability of different services, the issue of the political benefits of such 
services is ignored. Rather than a democratic - political or elected - accountability, it is 
financial, or sometimes technical, accountability which becomes increasingly to the fore 
(Cochrane, 1996). It is this emphasis, including a narrow definition of 'efficiency' and 
the aim of' getting more for less' through simple performance comparisons between 
different authorities regardless of variation in social needs, that increases the 
temptation of further privatisation and contracting out of services to cut costs and 
remain competitive. Whitfield and Escott (2000) note how' Authorities have to attain 
the performance standard of the top 25 per cent of authorities - a system which pits 
council against council while taking no account of the difference in social need 
between authorities' (p. 20). Hence, through this blind quest for savings, it seems to be 
ignored that because the selection and provision of particular services intersects with 
the redistribution of resources, there are difficult political choices wrapped up in this 
selection of services. 
This managerial insensitivity to differences in need is also reflected in the fact that 
many local councils are adopting only superficial forms of consultation exercises. 
These often turn out to resemble a technical process of market research, in which front 
line staff and existing community organisations like trade unions are bypassed in favour 
of polling exercises or citizen panels which do not properly fully reflect the views of 
users (Whitfield and Escott, 2000). 
In general one can identifY a strong universalist dimension to managerialist rationality, 
in the sense that it is assumed applicable to all organisations and settings. This raises 
the danger that the specificity oflocal government, especially the tradition of 
democratic - political or elected - accountability (as opposed to financial or technical 
accountability for example) will be drowned out. There is also much evidence to 
suggest that the value of strategic management and identifYing visions and missions for 
---------------------------------
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the organisation as a whole, encourages a blurring of the traditional divide between 
non-elected policy implementers and elected decision makers (Cochrane, 1994). 
Some of the implications of the above observations can be illustrated by referring 
briefly to a flattering report, appearing in a national newspaper, on Harrow Borough 
Council in Greater London. This council is referred to in the report as a 'model New 
Labour authority'. Arguably, this status is actually to some extent reflected in the 
described events of one session of the cabinet, in which the Labour council leader 
(Shannon) demonstrates a concern to avoid 'traditional' political divisions (Cowan is 
the leader of the Conservative group): 
Grinding through the agenda, an item on health provision provoked the 
first political skirmish as Cowan noted dryly that he was pleased to see 
Labour adopting some Tory policies, prompting Shannon to reply: "We 
will take on any policies that work." Voices were raised. Shannon, eyes 
on the long agenda, cautioned his colleagues: "Let's get on. We're 
splitting on traditional lines. Let's do it properly." (Guardian, 112/2000) 
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Elsewhere it is noted that Shannon (whose photograph appears above the caption 
'Open-minded') 'frowns' on 'political point-scoring'. Finally, near the end of the 
report the council's New Labour credentials are evidenced by reference to its 
willingness to consult regularly with its electorate. But the example given of such 
consultation in fact lends support to the above comments about the narrow scope and 
superficiality of many consultative exercises. 
The report describes how the council 'encourages locals to help them 
make the biggest decision of all - how much council tax to pay in the 
financial year beginning April 1. Over 8,000, 10% of households in the 
borough, have responded to three options: rises of 9%, 7% or 5%. 
Almost 60% opt for the middle course. "Other boroughs can't match 
this consultation process," says Shannon. 
To summarize, we can note that managerialism represents a blank technicist discourse 
of the kind Habermas has warned against, concerned with action and calculations 
aimed at the best/most efficient use oflimited public resources, rather than reflection 
and judgements regarding social and political purposes. From this perspective, politics 
appears as something which gets in the way of purely rational decisions regarding the 
--- - -- -----
A History of the End-of-Ideology Thesis 
deployment of resources. While managers are deemed pragmatic, enabling and 
strategic, politicians are portrayed as dogmatic, interfering and unstable. 
The rationalisation of managerialism provides a non-partisan (and de-
politicised) framework within which choices can be made. Competing 
values are reduced to alternative sets of options and costs and assessed 
against their contribution to the organisation's performance. They are 
subjected to a rational analysis which claims to stand outside and beyond 
partisan claims of different 'interest groups'. While different professional 
or occupational groups may pursue their parochial interests, 
management represents the organisation's best interests .... The 
calculative technologies of managerialism thus provide a foundation for 
enacting the new logics of rationing, targeting and priority setting. Its 
quantitative and evaluative technologies form the basis for the new roles 
of contracting, audit and regulation. The scientific knowledges which 
they deploy position managers as neutral and impersonal. Managers can 
be trusted: they are not part of the war between different political and 
occupational interests. (Clarke and Newman, 1997, p. 66). 
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There are thus echoes of the classic technocratic vision in which the' chaos' of politics 
serves to hinder the smooth-running and ordered machinery of government. But one 
can go further, and say that technocratic certainty, which gains its authority from 
science, and particularly economics (Bourdieu, 1998), and which seeks to impose its 
view with no proper discussion or questioning, opposes itself not just to 'politics' 
(treated as a threat to scientific certainty), but to the more general category of 'the 
people'. At the same time as proposing to support the latter's interests, as free 
consumers and sometimes even as citizens, there remains the more elitist suggestion 
that the governors know best, for they have 'not only reason and modernity but also 
the movement of change' on their side, while 'unreason and archaism, inertia and 
conservatism are on the side of the people' (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 25). One can also 
expand this criticism by highlighting the prominence of a technical language which 
claims to be value free and risks exacerbating the feelings of estrangement from local 
government amongst local people. It was such feelings, of course, which the 
managerial-led 'democratic renewal' oflocal government was originally depicted as 
aiming to tackle (e.g. Armstrong, 1999; Pratchett, 1999). 
The preceding discussion has suggested that a currently desirable political goal is the 
winning back of democracy from technocracy. But it may be suggested that this issue 
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is not just one which applies to the realm of formal institutions of local and national 
government. It may also be said to be relevant when it comes to deciding on the ways 
and means of approaching the study of the talk oflocal government practitioners. One 
might ask how such choices bear on the goal of replacing 'the abstract and limited 
knowledge' which technocracy regards as sufficient, with 'a knowledge more 
respectful of human beings and of the realities that confront them' (Bourdieu, 1998, p. 
28). 
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CHAPTER 3 
DIFFERENT APPROACHES TO THE ANALYSIS 
OF SPOKEN DISCOURSE 
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This chapter aims to provide an outline of the basic procedural considerations, and 
image of the speaker, which inform the analytic approach adopted in the forthcoming 
empirical chapters. The discussion will proceed through reference to previous research 
which exemplifies what, for simplicity, can be glossed as ideological analysis of 
discourse (lAD). Along the way, some distinguishing characteristics of lAD will be 
highlighted by means of comparison with the main competing analytic approach, i. e. 
conversation analysis (CA)l In the final section of the chapter the opposition between 
the two approaches is developed through re-introducing some of the themes raised in 
the earlier discussion of the end-of-ideology thesis. It is argued that this opposition 
should not be seen merely as one between lAD and formaVtechnical analysis, but 
between lAD and a technocratic vision of, and approach to, verbal interaction. 
As a precursor to the main argument of this chapter, it can be noted that the research 
approach taken in the present study can, at a broad level, be aligned with discursive 
psychology (Antaki, 1994; Edwards and Potter, 1992; Edwards, 1997; Potter and 
Wetherell, 1987; Potter, 1996). In particular, there are shared assumptions around the 
idea - which can be left somewhat ambiguous at this point - that mental states are 
constituted in discourse; or, as Volosinov put it, that 'Social psychology in fact is not 
located anywhere within (in the "souls" of communicating subjects) but entirely and 
completely without - in the word, the gesture, the act' (Volosinov, 193011973, p. 19; 
emphasis in original). Discursive psychology is a new movement which has made a big 
impact in criticising orthodox social psychology. It has provided an alternative agenda 
for research which, by properly affirming the status of the individual as a dynamic 
social actor, opens up; for the first time, a multitude of aspects of social life, in all their 
lived complexity, to rigorous empirical study. For discursive psychology, with its focus 
I [t is recognised that conversation analysis is not a completely homogenous field of study. but instead 
different sets of practitioners. with panicular preferences. can be identified (Antaki and Widdicombe. 
1998: Silvennan. 1998). At cenain moments in the chapter some broad tenets shared by most of those 
who identify as conversation analysts will be referred to. At other moments - such as when the more 
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on discursive practice and the user of a shared language, the task becomes one of 
observing what psychological notions - such as attitudes, attributions, memories, 
identities - are for the speakers in an interaction, as indicated in the way that such 
things are rhetorically worked up at anyone moment. That is to say, different fonns of 
invoking of such notions are suggested to be a pervasive feature of everyday talk to the 
extent that such invocations perform situated actions for participants immersed in 
practice. Things like motives, or the state of the speaker's knowledge (potter, 1997) or 
memory (Bogen and Lynch, 1996), become 'at issue' for the participants, being drawn 
into their concerns with accountability, and with establishing the factual nature of 
claims. Faced with any specific description of a set of events, there would, as a rule, be 
two features of its production which the analyst might want to take note (Potter, 
1996). Firstly, there is its action-orientation, so that one might find attributions of 
blame being provided for through the provision of inferences about motive and 
causation for example (Edwards and Potter, 1992). At the same time, the speaker can 
be viewed as attending to the status of the description as a disinterested account of 
how things actually were. As such, one would treat the notion of interests as a 
participants' concern rather something in the light of which peoples' discourse ought 
to be interpreted. 
There may be different levels to the process of invoking psychological notions within 
accounts, such as when the construction of particular motives may provide for the 
accomplishment of particular identities (Widdicombe and Wooffitt, \995). One thus 
becomes interested in 'attitude-talk', 'remembering-talk', etc, to see what interactional 
business it enables. All the time, this analytic interest is practically realised through 
close empirical attention to the detail of participants' utterances. Thus, one can 
evaluate the interactional significance of a particular utterance in relation to the exact 
point in a sequence at which it occurs. Having identified a possible action which an 
invocation of some psychological notion might be accomplishing, one can attempt to 
identifY other discursive details which may reflect - and thus further evidence - such an 
action-orientation. By thus treating the operations of discursive practice as a largely 
'orthodox' CA is being discussed - it will be specified that it is only a particular section of the CA 
community which is being held in mind. 
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independent reality in itself, one places mental states together with the infinite selection 
of other aspects of the world and events which can serve as practical resources. 
This points towards a radical departure from, and critique of, the cognitivism of 
traditional social psychology. The latter has tended to favour speculation on the nature 
of static psychological entities which were thought to reside within individuals' heads 
and to not be directly observable. (For example, one might envisage an attributional 
reasoner 'receiving inputs from some scene, discerning patterns in the information and 
computing attributions on the basis of these patterns'; Edwards and Potter, 1992, p. 
103). Talk would be viewed as having an expressive function in relation to such states, 
and thus also as merely a way into describing the unobservable and mysterious inner 
processes. The result then is that appreciation of the ways that discourse itself is 
orientated to action is hindered. 
However, amongst those who share these basic assumptions one can detect different 
emphases. Some analysts (Antaki, 1994, Edwards, 1997; Potter, 1996) emphasise the 
merits of analytic attention being given, at least as a first step, exclusively to the 
interactional detail of participants' talk at an inter-personal level. In this case, the 
relativising perspective on talk - whereby questions of the reality of mind or 
consciousness can be bracketed offin favour of how consciousness-related themes can 
be worked up to perform particular activities - is much more pronounced. Other 
discursive psychologists, however, show an interest in the ideological aspects of 
interaction (Billig, 1991, 1992; Wetherell and Potter, 1992; Wetherell, 1998). This 
means that the detail of discursive practice is understood as linked both to actual 
verbalised processes of thinking, and to wider historical conditions. 
It is the second strand of thought with which lAD - i.e. the analytic approach adopted 
in the current study - can be affiliated. lAD adopts a materialist approach to mind and 
language, being concerned with how objective historical circumstances penetrate 
through the action orientations and the consciousness of individuals. Consciousness 
itself, in that it enhabits and takes meaningful form within the' social edifice of 
ideological signs' (Volosinov, 193011973, p. 13) produced by groups in the course of 
their social intercourse, is treated as an historically constituted, phenomenon. In lAD 
the study of language-in-use is understood to allow an analytic emphasis on both the 
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immediate lived experience, representations and reasoning processes of social actors, 
and the historically determined constraints or conditions of possibility of these factors 
(Bourdieu and Wacquant, 1992). One might suggest that IAD, in its interest in 
observing how thought itself is ideologically patterned, is on the one hand more 
psychological than the more relativising approach within discursive psychology. On the 
other hand, it can be said to be less psychological in its anti-individualistic concern with 
the historical-material conditions of discursive practice. 
Volosinov illustrated the historical/ideological constitution of consciousness with 
reference to the development of inner experience. From the very moment when an 
experience takes on some distinct and perceptible form it can be said to be 'socially 
orientated' and coloured with potentially ideologically significant evaluative meaning. 
Thus, for example, depending on an individual's social standing, together with the 
immediate social circumstances, the feeling of hunger may be apprehended 
'apologetically, irritably, angrily, indignantly, etc.' (Volosinov, 193011973, p. 87). In 
the numerous, subtle ways in which an experience or a thought - consisting of 'inner 
speech' - may be intoned in ideologically significant ways, there is always an evaluative 
aspect to the process: 'In actuality we never say or hear words, we say and hear what 
is true or false, good or bad, important or unimportant, pleasant or unpleasant, and so 
on. Words are always filled with content drawn from behaviour or ideology' (p. 70; 
emphasis in original). The continuous flow of meaningful speech performances, in 
which signs are given concrete expression, and which constitutes the 'verbally 
materialised social psychology', are assumed to 'exhibit an extraordinary sensitivity to 
all fluctuations in the social atmosphere' (p. 20). Volosinov suggested that for the 
analyst, who might be interested in describing the realisation of ideological themes in 
speech performances, and thus picturing patterns of ideological thinking, some balance 
had to be found between a wider consideration of historical circumstances and the 
specificity of the immediate situation of verbal intercourse. In this way, Volosinov was 
restating a position which was being expressed at around the same time by his • 
associates and fellow critical scholars ofliterature. For example, P. N. Medvedev was 
engaged in a vigorous argument against the formalist movement in literary scholarship, 
forcefully advocating a 'sociological method' for the holistic Marxist study of 
ideologies, which would stand in direct confrontation to the formalist approach 
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(Titunik, 1973). Echoes of this argument can be seen in present day arguments over 
the appropriate approach to studying verbal interaction, arguments which will be 
discussed later on. Medvedev complained that in the formalist approach, literature 'had 
its specificity isolated from all social connections and treated as a value on its own' 
(Titunik, 1973, p. 178), and that specificity was conceived 'as a static force unto itself 
(Medvedev, 1928; cited in Titunik, 1973, p. 182). But as well as wishing to avoid this 
tendency, Medvedev also wished to steer clear of what he saw as the gross 
simplifications of the more mechanistic Marxist analyses which looked for direct causal 
relations between the economic base and some thematic feature of a novel, such that 
the latter was divested of its specificity. 
In lAD, attention to the specificity of the situation in which an utterance is produced 
means attention to the particular argumentative activities which speakers are engaged 
in at any particular moment during verbal intercourse. There is the question of what 
version of events they are arguing against on any such occasion, as well as what 
accusatory or justificatory work they might be engaged in. It is during such activity 
that argumentative reasoning, and so also ideological reasoning, is exhibited. For such 
activity generally necessitates ideological themes of common sense being drawn upon, 
a common sense which constitutes participants' methods for making sense at anyone 
moment (Wetherell, 1998). This pool of fragments oftaken-for-granted knowledge 
corresponds to what Volosinov termed 'behavioural ideology': 'that atmosphere of 
unsystematized and unfixed inner and outer speech which endows our every instance of 
behaviour and action and our every "conscious" state with meaning' (p. 91). It is in 
this realm that traces of more coherent, well established ideological themes can be 
detected, such as those exercised in official political discourse (Hall, 1988). 
An indication that this common sense, together with language and society as a whole, 
exists as a historical process of becoming is the visibility of a dimension of conflict at 
the level of practical conduct. In particular, the inherently two-sided nature of 
argumentative practice is a pivotal point at which ideological themes are related to one 
another, and evaluative effects are maintained and develop. When looked at from the 
level of speakers' experience, then, ideology can be seen to resemble a messy and 
contradictory phenomenon, in continuous flux. To study the unstable argumentative 
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reasoning within different argumentative contexts, is to study how the broad landscape 
of conflicting social interests and value judgements manifests in the particular 
interactive situations whose specificity Volosinov was careful to mention as requiring 
special respect. It is here, in the flow of concrete speech acts - whereby every utterance 
carries a slightly different meaning to the others while existing within a stable set of 
argumentative possibilities - that the balance between the past and present, freedom 
and necessity, is negotiated. That is to say, it is where one can observe changes in the 
delimitation of the thinkable and expressible, including changes in the basic meaningful 
categories of thought. 
An implication of the above is that ordinary verbal conduct is racked by ambivalence, 
whereby opposing sides or viewpoints always vie for consideration and must be 
dialogically engaged with (Bakhtin, 1986). To place a speaker in a situation (e.g. an 
interview) in which an ideologically significant topic is being discussed - including the 
speaker's personal relation to it - is to capture someone dealing with various evolving 
dilemmas as they try to appease opposing argumentative concerns (Billig et aI., 1988). 
It is the dialectical character of the discursive world which reveals itself, a world 
infused with ideologically significant tension and of potential strains. 
To provide a concrete illustration of these ideas, some social-psychological studies of 
the practical discursive realisation of ideology can be summarised. Edley and Wetherell 
(1997) took an interest in discussions around the theme of masculinity with a group of 
six-formers in an all-male private school. The context regularly orientated to by the 
interviewees was the social situation of the school's six-form common room. This 
consisted of a division between members of the school rugby team (who constituted 
the more powerful group by reason of physical stature and their formal status within 
the school hierarchy), and other friendship groups which did not associate with, and 
expressed negative opinions about, the former group. The interviewees all came from 
the second set. Edley and Wetherell describe how the interviewees attempted to 
differentiate themselves from the traditional masculine identities which were seen to be 
exemplified in the conspicuous displays of machismo - especially via the exhibition of 
physical toughness - by the 'rugby lads' or 'hard lads'. But at the same time, and as the 
rhetorical context within the interview changed - such as through the interviewer 
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asking participants to expand on the theme of their own identity - the interviewees also 
demonstrated a concern to avoid potentially damaging attributions of 'wimpiness'. For 
instance, they might admit physical weakness but suggest that this was compensated 
for by mental toughness, such as being able to stand up for oneself through verbal 
ingenuity. Or they might suggest that they did possess the capability of being violent -
so forestalling the possible attribution of cowardliness - but the strength of character to 
enact self-control. Or that real men do not need to engage in conspicuous displays of 
masculinity in order to prove their status as men. Through such accounts, Edley and 
Wetherell claim, the participants' discourse remains on the same territory of traditional 
masculinity: it is just that the masculine strength is presented as a more civilised form. 
It is as if the interviewees are the ones with the real strength, so 'out-doing the rugby 
players at pretty much their own game' (p. 213). This pattern is said to reflect the 
situation whereby 'new identities' are to be 'built in dialogue with the identities which 
were to be challenged and superseded' (Edley and Wetherell, 1997, p. 215). 
A remarkable feature of this type of work is the way that a relatively simple descriptive 
analysis of a small number of interview extracts can provide a vivid sense of ideological 
thinking in practice. It constitutes an example of writing 'the present as history' (Mills, 
1959, p. 146): we get a sense of the place and significance of the speaker's methods of 
making sense, including different common sense repertoires, as part of a much grander 
historical process. At the same time, such work takes as its object the discourse -
especially the meaning content - of everyday life, and thus speaks to ordinary 
inhabitants of this domain. 
Another study, which again looks for variation in accounts in order to portray the on-
going attempts to resolve ideological dilemmas, can be considered. This is Billig's 
(1992) investigation offamily discussions around the topic of the British monarchy. 
One section of his analysis deals with the topic of the media and the royal family, as 
well as interviewees' own relationship with the print media. There is an exploration of 
the various dilemmas faced by the monarchical subject. On the one hand, participants 
criticise press intrusion into the Royal Family's 'private' lives, and claim a personal 
distrust of reported information. Often there is a suggestion of sympathy for what are 
presented as royal victims of such intrusion. This criticism involves an ideological 
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imagining of royal lives made almost unbearable by press attention to their every move. 
As such, the criticism helps to settle any envious thoughts regarding royal privilege 
which speakers may entertain. Instead, their own ordinary lives can seem the privileged 
ones, blessed by comparative freedom. On the other hand, being a good monarchical 
subject also involves demonstrating a keen interest in, and appetite for knowledge 
about, the royals and their daily lives. This was something which could be satisfied only 
by reading the very same newspapers which at other times were criticised. Thus, for 
example, the same interviewee who at one point claimed to know the royals 'warts and 
all' (p. 147), could elsewhere also bemoan the fact that so much private information 
about the royals was printed. Other rhetorical strategies were also available for 
managing the denial of immoral personal desires. In particular, there was a tendency to 
construct rhetorical contrasts between self and others. For example, between those 
who demonstrated an immoral interest in the lurid reported details of intimate aspects 
of royal lives; and speakers themselves, who claimed to avoid reading such stories, but 
would often have read them in order to know that they should not read them. In 
addition, participants may claim that in the process of gaining knowledge about the 
royals, they sustained an independent, sceptical stance, allowing them to read between 
the lines of reports and filter out falsehoods. By contrast, it is said to be others who 
gullibly believe everything they read. Thus there is the spectacle of speakers, who, in 
their scepticism about the press coverage, claim to really know the royals. In this way, 
we can observe the accomplishment of a pre-modern monarchical subject position via a 
claim for an ever critical and suspicious postmodern self In the process, we can 
witness the limits to sceptical thought. 
The construction of such rhetorical contrasts between self and others is a common 
feature of situations involving the management of ideological dilemmas ('others' being 
meant to specifY not permanent others but those with whom at other discursive 
moments speakers may identifY themselves). Through particular representational work, 
others are integrated into attempts to deal with different argumentative concerns, 
especially in creating favourable identities for self (,favourable', that is, as defined 
within the contradictory ideological framework of evaluations). Especially important 
here is the process of projecting troublesome identities away from self onto others. 
This process of projection will be more fully discussed in later chapters. These patterns 
-- -- -- - -----------------------
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serve to illustrate how ideology, as it becomes rooted in everyday practical existence, 
encourages the division of the social world or members of a particular social group. 
Evaluative prescriptions serve to inhibit those affected by a common ideological 
subjectification from recognising their shared position. And, at the same time, they 
allow ideology to continue being realised in a less conspicuous form by those who 
project its more remarkable forms onto others. One classic example of this divisive 
effect is to be found in George Orwell's Down and Out in Paris and London. In the 
London section of this book, Orwell describes a conversation with a 'tramp' who, 
while one moment criticising the injustices of the 'system' which made the daily lives 
of those in his position a misery, at a another moment, following a topic-changing 
intervention by Orwell, provides a very different type of account: 
We talked oflife on the road. He criticised the system that makes a tramp 
spend fourteen hours a day in the spike, and the other ten in walking and 
dodging the police. He spoke of his own case - six months at the public 
charge for want ofa few pounds' worth of tools. It was idiotic, he said. 
Then I told him about the wastage of food in the workhouse kitchen, and 
what I thought of it. And at that he changed his tone instantly. I saw that I 
had awakened the pew-renter who sleeps in every English workman. 
Though he had been famished along with the others, he at once saw reasons 
why the food should have been thrown away rather than given to the 
tramps. He admonished me quite severely. 
'They have to do it,' he said. 'If they made these places too comfortable, 
you'd have all the scum of the country flocking into them. It's only the bad 
food as keeps all that scum away. These here tramps are too lazy to work, 
that's all that's wrong with them. You don't want to go encouraging of 
them. They're scum.' 
I produced arguments to prove him wrong, but he would not listen. He 
kept repeating: 
'You don't want to have any pity on these here tramps - scum, they are. 
You don't want to judge them by the same standards as men like you and 
me. They're scum, just scum' 
It was interesting to see the subtle way in which he dissociated himself 
from 'these here tramps'. He had been on the road six months, but in the 
sight of God, he seemed to imply, he was not a tramp. I imagine there are 
quite a lot of tramps who thank God they are not tramps. (Orwell, 
193311986, pp. 200-201) 
79 
In sum, \ye can note how variation within interview talk - or more naturally occurring 
discussion such as the above - provides a way into the study of contrary ideological 
themes. At one moment such themes may appear to hold the seeds ofresistant 
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evaluations, only to be sacrificed when at other moments speakers submit to the 
temptation of distancing themselves from an unfavourable image, and so also denying 
or misrecognising their true position. 
The above-mentioned studies illustrate how ideologically significant discursive activity, 
which must take place on a basis of ambivalent meanings, often proceeds in a 
paradoxical or contradictory fashion. For example, it is often precisely in distancing 
oneself from dominant ideological themes that such themes are reinforced. And in 
order to achieve one discursive or ideological task, one may have to engage in an 
apparently opposing discursive move. One may establish a traditional masculine 
identity for self in the course of an apparent criticism of such an identity. One may 
most resemble a pre-modern, monarchical subject, when one presents oneself as a 
postmodern independent critical ego. To refer to another part ofBillig's study of 
monarchical ideology, one can observe how apparently irreverent pointing by 
interviewees to the ordinariness of the royals, far from being an egalitarian and 
demystifying move, in fact presupposes and affirms the royals' extraordinariness: 'to 
say that royals are ordinary "after all" is to say that "really" they are special' (Billig, 
1992, p. 78). It is only because a royal is accepted as extraordinary that their normality 
is worthy of comment. (This indicates how the operation of individuals' knowing 
reflexivity in relation to traditional beliefs and institutions, which is said to characterise 
late modernity - Giddens, 1994 -, may be a much more complex and ambivalent 
phenomenon than is often presumed.) To give a final example - this time one which is 
very well documented - racism is frequently accomplished through denials of racism or 
liberal appeals to tolerance (Billig et aI., 1988; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). 
The analytic operation of focusing on what version of events a particular account may 
be arguing against, or to see what some discursive feature is doing ideologically, can 
be extended right down to the fine detail of an account. In this sense, the conversation 
analytic notion of all levels of detail potentially being of interactional significance - to 
be evaluated in relation to possible alternative turn constructions for example -
becomes relevant (Edwards, 1997). From the perspective ofIAD, such an analytic 
grasp of detail can represent an opportunity to provide a more solid empirical 
grounding of critical claims, especially through displaying a simultaneous respect for 
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the specificity oflocal interactive contingencies and the broader 'argumentative social 
fabric' (Wetherell, 1998, p. 403) in which the former is enmeshed. In addition, it is 
described below how a focus on details can, in a dramatic way, reveal certain 
undramatic, habitualised aspects of ideological thinking. 
This concern with empirically grounding critical arguments in the detail of verbal 
interaction is something which differentiates the version of lAD characterised above 
from other critical approaches to discourse analysis within social psychology (e.g. 
Parker, 1992; Marks, 1993). An interest in the case of the former in discursive detail, is 
indicative of an interest in the specificity ofthe local practical contingencies and 
sensitivities which people's talk reflects and which is lacking in the other approaches. 
Arguably, these other approaches exhibit an over-willingness to declare that a 
particular discourse - e.g. a 'humanistic therapeutic discourse' (Marks, 1993, p. 141)-
inhabits a particular section of talk or written text without providing sufficient evidence 
that at a particular moment, with its particular rhetorical concerns, such a discourse 
was being drawn on, and thus realised as part of practical sense-making in action. Such 
imputation of discourses, in other words, can be said to avoid a genuine dialogue 
between analysts' concepts and participants' historically situated practices for making 
sense. 
One study which focuses on the action-orientation of the fine-grain of talk - but not in 
the same ideologically sensitive way which was found in the above-mentioned studies -
is that by Widdicombe and Wooffitt (1995). This is well worth mentioning as an 
illustration of how one can go about analysing in detail the management of social 
identities in interaction. The interviewees consisted of those whose appearance would 
conventionally be taken to infer membership of a particular subculture (e.g. punks and 
gothics). The question for analysis becomes one of how such individuals construct 
versions of self and world which resist the conventional lay and academic assumptions 
about such subcultures and the people who join them. In this case, then, participants 
can be observed to rhetorically oppose attempts at category ascription which, in 
Widdicombe and Wooffitt' s eyes, function as a type of social control. The latter view 
is based on the idea that attempts at category ascription constitute a 'means through 
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which a person's identity and behaviour can be glossed, interpreted and characterised 
in terms of cultural knowledge about the category' (p. 210). 
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One thing which Widdicombe and Wooffitt' s study emphases, is the way that the 
interviewer plays a role in introducing the conventional knowledge about subcultures -
knowledge which is taken-for-granted in the construction of the questions - and so 
appears as a sort of trigger for resistance. The dilemma for the participants becomes 
one of how such resistance may be rhetorically reconciled with the public visibility of 
those features of appearance which conventionally warrant the ascription of a 
particular subcultural identity. Two examples of the different devices and descriptive 
strategies employed to accomplish the active resistance can be noted. 
A focus on the opening sequences of the interview reveals how, by repeating the 
interviewer's request for a description of their 'appearance' (e.g. 'Describe my 
appearance?'), as if to request clarification, they can avoid providing a subcultural 
identification (such as punk, gothic, etc.) at that point in the interview. Instead, and at 
the same time, such a request works to re-characterise the business at that point in the 
sequence, such that they can proceed to give just a literal description of the superficial 
features of their appearance. This move enables them to portray themselves' as not-
seeing-the-relevance-for them of the category implicative reference to style' (p. 103) of 
the question. As such, the move could, on one hand, display that they do not 'in the 
first instance see themselves as punks or gothics' (p. 104) - instead invoking an identity 
as just an 'ordinary' person. On the other hand, they avoid an outright rejection of such. 
a subcultural identity. 
Another question which provokes various strategies of resistance is one which invites a 
biographical account of how participants came to develop particular subcultural tastes 
and a subcultural lifestyle (e.g. 'When and how did you get inta being a rocker?', p. 
140). The responses are shown to be designed to work against any notion of their 
passively following the herd, or against the idea of their being in just some superficial 
or transient phase. Thus they may evoke a process of independent personal reflection, 
or of deep, long-term evolution of particular tastes for music or appearance. Again 
here, evaluatively loaded contrasts between self and others enable the rhetorical work 
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at hand: as compared to the authentic personal identity development, others were 
portrayed as having followed an inauthentic and shallow route to subcultural style, 
such as that resulting merely from a desire to be fashionable. 
Speaker competence 
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While Widdicombe and Wooffitt' s work does provide some, very limited, historical 
perspective on participants' accounts, it aligns itselflargely with an 
ethnomethodological and conversation analytic outlook. In the latter, the activities of 
participants immersed in practice - whether in ordinary private conversations or 
institutions - are conceptualised as regularly requiring the negotiation of dilemmas. 
Thus particular discursive features may be analysed as constituting some methodical 
solution to a problem which could take the form of 'How to do X without doing Y'. 
Such interactional problems are touched on in Sacks' early lectures on telephone calls 
to a 'suicide prevention centre', as summarised by Schegloff(1992): 'How to get 
someone's name without asking for it (give yours), lecture I', 'How to avoid giving 
your name without refusing to give it (initiate repair), lecture I', 'How to get help for 
suicidalness without requesting it (ask 'how does this organisation work?'), lecture 10' 
(Schegloff, 1992, pp. xxvii-xxviii). Elsewhere, the 'problem' might be one of how co-
participants together bring a conversation to a close such that both stop talking and 
silences are not heard as actions (Schegloff and Sacks, 1973). In general, explaining 
the origin or conditions of possibility, of such problems is thought not to require any 
sort of historical analysis. This work tends to result in what is effectively a celebration 
of participants' interaction competence, including their ability to successfully do . 
various activities in accountable ways. The objective of CA is 'to identifY those socially 
organised communicative competencies which underlie intersubjectivity and mutual 
intelligibility in talk-in-interaction' (Drew, 1995, p. 78), seeing how they manifest 
themselves on anyone occasion. Such competencies form the basis of the 'organised 
procedures, methods and resources which are tied to the contexts in which they are 
produced, and which are available to participants by virtue of their membership in a 
natural language community' (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998, p. I). The analytic thrust is 
to explore the consequences of the fact that speakers are already, as members, well 
equipped to maintain intersubjective understanding and - within particular sequential 
constrains - to collaboratively accomplish sophisticated activities. In other words, the 
Different Approaches to the Analysis of Spoken Discourse 
interest is a positively phrased one of showing what speaker's 'can do', usually in co-
operation with one another. 
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Thus, Widdicombe and Wooffitt's (1995) speakers are perfectly able to resist 
conventional knowledge about subcultures and the people who join them. The study 
reads partly as a tribute to participants' competencies which enable them to elegantly 
resist assumptions about youth subcultures and about the people you join them. In 
general, however, it is presumed by cOIiversation analysts that such competencies may 
be most effectively demonstrated by the study of naturally occurring talk-in-interaction 
rather than interview talk. To pick just a tiny selection from hundreds of studies, one 
might choose to admire how the giving of bad news can be sequentially organised such 
that it is not the 'giver' but the 'hearer' who ends up saying it (Schegloff, 1988). Or 
the analyst may take an interest in the surprisingly sophisticated ability of a prosecution 
witness in a rape trial to resist a professional layer's attempt to undermine her version 
of events (Drew, 1992). In this way, from the outset all speakers are assumed to 
possess interaction competence: the analytic task is to see how it manifests itself 
within, and adapts to, any particular set of sequential constraints. 
In contrast, and as has already been briefly suggested, the emphasis in lAD is, firstly, 
on the historically determined nature of the 'sides' of the interactional dilemma, i.e. the 
dilemmatic common sense themes which 'organise accountability' and serve 'as a 
back-cloth for the realisation oflocally managed positions in interaction' (Wetherell, 
1998, pp. 400-401). Secondly, it is assumed that speakers' competence cannot be 
taken-for-granted, and that the concept of interaction competence will tend to 
resemble a meaningless abstraction until one tries to discover its relationship with 
speaker 'incompetencies'. That is, until one examines the balance between historically 
imposed constraints or limits on speakers' competence and opportunities for creative 
rhetorical work. What is to be investigated is the dynamic, topsy-turvy, inter-relation -
as revealed in practice - between change and continuity; past and present; and freedom 
and necessity. This effectively means that when looking at speakers' activities, the aim 
is not valorisation of the speaker's ingenious discursive capability and agentic power, 
but to see in such activities the realisation of the delimitation of the thinkable, and 
ideological creativity. As will be illustrated further shortly, this interest leads to a very 
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much less flattering and immaculate image of the speakeL It is an image of 
misrecognised desires, of identities which are at times denied and at other times show 
through; an image of more passive seeming individuals who, in accordance with the 
wider background of ideological fault-lines and contradictions, demonstrate 
inconsistency as they lurch from one argumentative concern to anotheL There are 
intermittent moments of knowingness and unknowingness. In some situations the 
speaker can be seen to engage in unstable on-going maintenance of a favourable self-
identity: a response to one question may subsequently need to be contradicted as new, 
more troubling interpretations of events, which evoke their own troubling identities, 
are introduced (Wetherell, 1998). In· this way, the impression sometimes left from 
reading an example ofIAD - for example, Billig's (1992) work - can be of the speaker 
existing in a world of fragments, or whose own consciousness is fragmented. 
Part of the process of discovering the historically imposed limits to participants' sense-
making practices and providing a less immaculate picture of the speaker, involves 
treating some discursive events as significant not as actions but rather as symptoms, 
which indicate some deeper problem. Thus in the forthcoming analysis there will be 
much attention given to various discursive events - especially those which could 
conventionally be taken to indicate trouble or difficulty - which are taken to reflect 
some genuine ideologically significant sensitivity regarding particular themes. This is as 
opposed to concentrating on what the speaker might be doing by displaying difficulty 
(e.g. Davidson, 1984). The former approach is to be found, for example, in Condor's 
(2000) study of how interviewees orientated to the task of providing an account of 
their country. Speakers are seen to show some reluctance to talk in terms which could 
be heard as suggesting a personal national identification, or to accept an invitation to 
specify national differences (performing the latter task would involve the interviewee 
taking up a national footing and as implicitly giving credit to such a way of thinking). 
The source of this sensitivity is understood to be the risk of appearing to engage in a 
categorical or prejudiced style of thought. Features such as pauses, hesitations, false 
starts and self-corrections are taken by Condor as a sign of the speaker's treatment of a 
topic as a delicate one. But despite this, speakers were still observed to use banal 
national referents (Billig, 1995) such as 'we', 'they', 'here', etc. The interviewer again 
plays a role in introducing difficulty-provoking themes and issues. Thus, for example, 
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Condor notes one moment when the interviewer asks about life in 'this country' (p. 
184): 'After a certain amount of hesitancy and a number offalse starts, ... [the 
interviewer) ... finally refuses to engage in national categorical accounting ('1 really 
don't want to say that "oh in Britain we do this"')' (p. 184). Condor's interviewees 
appear as having to manage a dilemma between a rhetorical preference for avoiding the 
invitation to speak in national terms, and yet being faced with a question - such as 
requests to describe some 'typically British' characteristics (p. 185) - which, as 
nationals, they are accountable as being knowledgeable about. One such management 
strategy involves rhetorical distancing. Thus one speaker, who is asked for t<xamples of 
such national characteristics, merely relays some common stereotypes, such as 'people 
"still drink tea in the afternoons"', so as to suggest some personal distance from such 
concerns. Again, therefore, against common expectations of social scientists who may 
expect an unproblematic reproduction of patriotic or nationalist sentiments in talk, 
speakers in practice indicate an awareness of the unfavourable connotations of such 
talk. 
The strategies of topic-avoidance, or the treatment of the topic as a sensitive matter, 
was interpreted as a historically and culturally situated phenomena. Firstly, it was 
claimed to be non-generalisable to other countries. Secondly, it is suggested that such 
patterning may reflect the diffusion into popular consciousness of the anti-racist and 
liberal discourses which came to prominence during the public debate which developed 
in the 1960s over immigration. 
Similar signs of discursive difficulty have also been found when the topic of nice was 
introduced into families' discussions about the monarchy (Billig, 1997b). This was seen 
for instance when participants were considering whether Prince Charles would be 
allowed to take a non-white marriage partner. In trying to explain why it would not 
happen there was much hesitancy. This reflected an ideological dilemma between the 
assumption that the nation ought to be represented by the image of a British white 
family, and the danger of being heard as expressing a racist sounding notion. 
Furthermore, there was a danger of suggesting that the royal family themselves, whom 
some of the speakers supported, were racist. And thus speakers would claim not to 
know why such a partnership would not be able to happen, or to evoke some vague 
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notion of the 'public eye' which would not look favourably on this arrangement. In 
general then, this topic, especially the idea of 'whiteness' being the required quality of 
any prospective maniage partner, constituted a not-to-be-discussed topic. 
These two last examples suggest something very different from the assumption in 
ethnomethodology and CA of the knowledgeability of speakers (Boden, 1994), 
including the idea that 'members are capable of rationally understanding and 
accounting for their actions in society' (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998, p. 30). In lAD 
the relation between speakers unknowledgeability and knowledgeability is explored, 
with the result that the former, or the means by which it is accomplished, tends to be 
emphasised (Billig, 1997a). This includes attention to the more unconscious and 
unthinking resistance to certain topics. That is to say, lAD proffers what is often a 
psychoanalytic vision of discursive gaps, hidden depths, and unwarranted avoidances, 
which are special and noteworthy precisely because they not noticed by participants. 
An interest in the unconscious aspects of language pull the more habitual dimension of 
everyday conduct to the forefront, within which ideology aspires to gain an 
inconspicuous but secure foothold. The habitualisation of ideological imaginings has 
been analysed through the medium of small, normally unnoticed discursive elements -
usually centred on single words - which are regularly and routinely used, and have their 
effect on the edge of conscious awareness. For example, Billig (1995) has 
demonstrated how citizens may find themselves daily and banally imagining themselves 
within a particular nation as a result of the little 'pointing' words such as 'we' and 
'the'. Thus, when a newspaper talks of 'the weather' - but does not specifY whose 
weather is being talked of - readers at another level still assume a national frame and 
also their place within a particular nation. In this way, the 'big' ideological themes are 
can be seen to instantiated in the normal stream of 'small' details of everyday life. 
In addition, one may go further by seeking to describe that which is left unsaid but 
which is still analysable. One can talk of the ideological habits of simultaneous 
repression and expression, whereby one thing said leaves another unsaid. In the case of 
families discussing royal marriage partners, as described above, it was whiteness as the 
necessary quality for a suitable royal marriage which was left unsaid. Alternatively, it 
has been suggested that in turn-of-the-century Vienna, when Freud was developing 
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psychoanalytic theory, what was routinely not talked about by Freud and most other 
member~ofthe Jewish community was the increasingly prevalent anti-semitism in 
Austrian society (Billig, 1999b). 
Economy, technology and conversation analysis 
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It is possible to expand the account ofIAD and CA by re-invoking a set of concepts -
namely those associated with the idea of technocratic consciousness - which may 
provide for a more encompassing and clarifying sense of the divergence between their 
respective operations and purposes. In particular, such concepts allow one to grasp the 
full significance of CA's emphasis on speakers' competencies, including its place 
within a more general tendency to see the accumulation of descriptions of formal 
conversational structures and orderliness as a project without limits, and as an end in 
itself. The argument of this section of the chapter is not however that all that 
conversation analysis adds up to is a (effectively conservative) technocratic 
consciousness, and thus must be dismissed outright. Rather, the following discussion 
takes for granted the ambivalence of CA (cf. Eagleton, 1996), such that in some 
respects it may be found to positively contribute to critical work. One might wish to 
mention here the way that it places the fine detail of verbal interaction firmly on the 
analytic agenda; or how, in certain contexts of political argumentation and 
campaigning, an appeal to speakers' technical competencies - such as those relating to 
the recognition of 'preferred' and 'dispreferred' responses (Pomerantz, 1984) - may 
help buttress a progressive stance (Kitzinger and Frith, 1999). 
In this section, references to CA are intended to refer to the most formalistic, 
'orthodox', CA as distinguished by a strict mandate to only introduce categories which 
participants have themselves orientated to, and which are consequential for how an 
interaction unfolds (Antaki and Widdicombe, 1998; Schegloff, 1997). 
A preliminary observation is that CA's recommendations concerning the form in which 
analysis ought to proceed, especially as articulated in the context of debate with its 
critics (Billig, 1999a; Schegloff, 1997, 1998, 1999; Wetherell, 1998), carries 
conspicuous echoes of end-of-ideology arguments. CA tends to recommend putting 
aside ideological frameworks and value judgements in order that one can directly 
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attend to what participants' themselves understand to be the interactional business 
which is going on at any specific sequential juncture. There is thus a strong empiricist 
appeal to what speakers are actually doing in their talk, especially their own 
interpretations, analyses and understandings of what is being done, i.e. the 
'endogenous orientations' (Schegloff, 1997, p. 167). This approach is contrasted with 
the imposition of a priori theoretical assumptions which preoccupy the analyst. There 
is prescribed a procedural ordering for analysis whereby 'critical concerns' are 
'brought to bear only after an initial formal analysis has brought to the fore the import 
of the events for the participants' (Schegloff, 1997, p. 180). Moreover, if the analysis 
does not proceed in this way, and a 'theoretical apparatus ... gets to stipulate the terms 
by reference to which the world is to be understood' (p. 167), such an analysis 'will 
not bind with the data, and risks ending up merely ideological' (p. 180). 
It can be argued in response, however, that just as the first wave of end-of-ideology 
theorists did not at the time realise the ideological presuppositions of their own 
position, so also CA smuggles in a range of historically specific presuppositions 
concerning the nature of the social world. For example, Billig (l999a) suggests that it 
paints a picture in which power asymmetries are restricted to public, institutional 
contexts, while the private realm is generally characterised by equality and 
participation. It is argued that this is reflected, for instance, in the conventions 
concerning identification of speakers. Thus, in transcripts of 'ordinary' conversations 
an informality and equal speaking rights may be conveyed by the use of first name 
terms, rather than role identifications. 
Another point, which is perhaps more significant for immediate purposes, can be made. 
Something which stands out to the surveyor of much of the most prominent and 
influential writings within CA is the readiness for employing mechanistic imagery. 
Bogen and Lynch (1994, p. 73) provide the following list of vocabulary: 'machinery', 
'mechanism', 'device', 'apparatus' and 'system'. To this list we can also add 
'technology'. Such vocabulary stems from Harvey Sacks' introduction of the notion of 
an interactional 'machinery' as the object of study: 
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Thus it is not any particular conversation, as an object, that we are 
primarily interested in. Our aim is to get into a position to 
transform, in an almost literal, physical sense, our view of "what 
happened," from a matter of a particular interaction done by 
particular people, to a matter of interactions as products of a 
machinery. We are trying to find the machinery.' (Sacks, 1984a, pp. 
26-27). 
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Elsewhere, Sacks provides a less structuralist-sounding statement of aims, emphasising 
the participants' role on anyone interactive occasion in producing and recognising the 
'technology of conversation' 
The gross aim of the work I am doing is to see how finely the 
details of actual, naturally occurring conversation can be subjected 
to analysis that will yield the technology of conversation. 
The idea is to take singular sequences of conversation and tear 
them apart in such a way as to find rules, techniques, procedures, 
methods, maxims ... that can be used to generate the orderly features 
we find in the conversations we examine. (Sacks, 1984b, p. 413; 
emphasis added). 
The notion of the technology of interaction has become a common way of referring to 
and thinking about the various systematic means through which orderliness is produced 
and recognised by participants. It specifies the recurrent devices, and sequential 
patterns and structures, through which particular interactional problems are 
collaboratively solved. Importantly, for anyone particular episode one must suggest 
how a particular machinery was able, on that particular occasion with its own unique 
local contingencies, to produce certain interactive effects: 'Formal descriptions of 
social actions capture and display the features of the machinery that was sufficient to 
produce the interactional phenomenon, in this case, in its details, in just the way it 
occurred' (Psathas, 1995, p. 50; emphasisin original). This presupposes a fluctuation 
between the one-off and the recurrent, particular and the general, as when one asks of 
any stretch of talk, 'How is it that with the use of abstract, formal resources, 
interactional participants create idiosyncratic, particularized to some here-and-now, 
interactions?" (Schegloff, 1987a, p. 112). Even with this concern with a particular 
instantiation of some mechanism - such as one for organising self-repair at the 
beginning of a turn for example (Schegloff, 198 7b) - there is still no interest in the 
particular content of the talk or the particular persons involved. The technology is 
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technology which all are capable of helping to produce, and thus the overwhelming 
emphasis is on commonalities between speakers, and regardless of topic. 
The history of CA consists of the cumulative development of a set of analytic 
resources - what Schegloff(1987a, p. (02) calls 'analytic machinery' - which have 
been gradually build up as more and more machinery-in-use has been identified. The 
process of technological development thus begins with certain foundational features 
described in the early path-breaking, inductive analyses by, primarily, Sacks. Such 
features include the 'turn-taking system', 'organisation of repair', 'preference 
structure' and 'adjacency pairs'. What were initial findings (as expressed in analysts' 
technical terms) in the form of structures that could be shown to be recurrently 
relevant to participants, came then to be analytic tools. And the empirical loop could 
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continue, new technology being identified and earlier forms elaborated. While 
collections of episodes may be used to identify a particular, recurrent sequential pattern 
or device, it was at the moment when single episodes are analysed that a range of 
previous resources can be brought to bear and allowed to prove their explanatory 
power (Schegloff, 1987a). 
It is possible to roughly identify a moment of transition from the relatively piecemeal 
and unsystematic early analytic observations to a more scientistic and empiricist 
vocabulary which mark CA out as a professional discipline. A decisive turning point 
has been identified as the paper (i.e. Sacks, Schegloffand Jefferson, 1978) which 
sought to map out the 'machinery' underlying the organisation of turn-taking in 
conversation: 'More than any other publication, the turn-taking paper exemplified a 
transition from Sacks' program for investigating the "possibility" of a natural science 
of human behaviour to a sociolinguistic discipline that presumed an established 
empirical grounding' (Lynch and Bogen, 1994, p. 76; emphasis in original). The 
machinery, which was both 'context free' and 'context sensitive', consisted ofa set of 
'rules' and 'components' which could account for the construction and allocation of 
turns-at-talk in conversation. It constituted a significant factor in ensuring that by the 
time of Sacks death in 1975, 'much of the basic conceptual scaffolding for subsequent 
developments in the field was already in place' (Heritage, 1989, p. 25). This meant that 
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what was still to be done was, essentially, 'to solve puzzles within the established 
framework' (ten Have, 1999, p. 7). 
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The idea of CA as an ever-expanding technological apparatus suggests a self-
perpetuating and closed process. From the establishment of the initial, foundational 
technology onwards, it is always pre-existing technology which furnishes subsequent 
technological advances. Every time that some new bit of technology, and thus also a 
new bit of orderliness, is uncovered (so revealing another part of the ever-expanding 
jig-saw or technological system) new opportunities for technological development arise 
as different complexities and variation in the already discovered interactional 
phenomena invite ordering. Apart from the fact that this provides for the uniquely 
inter-locking, cumulative character of the body of CA findings, it also signals the truth 
in Ellul's (1980) point that technique, as a general phenomenon, 'proceeds in a causal, 
never in a goal orientated fashion' (p. 243). 
This points towards another feature of CA's development. Some of the comments in 
Chapter 2 about the possibility of technology taking on a life of its own would seem to 
offer some explanatory leverage here. In particular, there is the notion that in CA it is 
thought unnecessary to refer to specific ends in order to legitimate the development of 
technological resources: for such technology, like technology more generally, 
'generates its own justification' and 'has become its own legitimation' (Bauman, 1993, 
p. 187). It has been noted how, in a time when means are liberated from ends, 
mechanism from goal, the impetus becomes one of accumulating means, and thus of 
power, of the capacity to 'be able': 'The destination of modem progress ... is not to do 
this or that, things one can only specifY in advance, but to increase the capacity of 
doing what "man" may yet happen to wish to be done' (Bauman, 1993, p. 188). 
Likewise with the conduct of CA: given that we can expand the collection of 
technological resources, and find more orderliness, let us do it, regardless of purpose 
or destination. Here we are back to Medvedev's criticism of formalism's exclusive 
focus on the specificity of the object of study: technological augmentation in CA, one 
may say, has become a 'force unto itself'. 
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It is possible to provide one brief example of how mechanistic rhetoric in a 
conversation analytic study can aid the achievement of such autonomy and self-
sufficiency of technological means, including their sovereignty over ends. What will be 
considered is Schegloff's (1988) single-case study ofa 'mechanism' said to operate 
within an environment where the existence of some bad news has been signalled by one 
participant and the other participant(s) are trying to guess what it is. Schegloff 
produces empirical evidence to show how, through varying the amount of delay before 
a negative response to anyone guess is given, as well as how emphatically the 
response is expressed, the person in possession of the news can indicate whether the 
news is not as bad, or more bad, that the guess. Evidence for this effect is to be found 
in the nature of the subsequent guess. If the guess was rejected using features 
associated with a 'preferred' turn shape (Pomerantz, 1984) - i.e. minimal delay and 
emphatic expression - the next guess would be less bad than the previous guess; and if 
the guess. was rejected using a 'dispreferred' turn shape - i.e. delayed response and 
minimal emphasis - the next guess would be more bad than the previous one. (The 
responses to guesses in anyone sequence may get successively less 'preferred' - rather 
than becoming properly 'dispreferred' as the guesses get 'warmer'.) It is this sequential 
pattern, then, which Schegloff describes as a device for steering guessers, or a 'servo-
mechanism for guiding prospective recipients of bad news to find it themselves' (p. 
451, emphasis added). In this way, he explicitly draws on a vocabulary originating 
from the realm of engineering science: 'It was the logician/mathematician and pioneer 
computer scientist Alan Turing who employed the term "virtual servo-mechanism" for 
devices like thermostats, one component- of which senses the current state of a relevant 
variable, compares it with the target value registered in another component, and 
initiates action to bring the former into alignment with the latter' (p. 451). 
On the one hand, then, it seems as if the analyst is discovering (and admiring) the 
satisfYingly co-ordinated production by the knowledgeable participants of this 
sequential organisation. It can be argued that it is the participants' own developing 
understandings and analyses that constitute this set of activities. On the other hand, the 
values of technology give shape to the object of study: thus the mechanism is implicitly 
portrayed as working smoothly and efficiently - this is, after all, what mechanisms in 
the real world are supposed to do. There is no friction or ambivalence, just different 
-" 
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participants drawing on their shared competencies, working perfectly together (this 
machanistic shaping forms the basis for the admiration). Furthermore, this particular 
set of activities appears as isolated and as a reality in itself, with its own internal laws 
and determinations (Ellul, 1965). An additional point is that previously identified bits 
of technology - namely the description of 'preferred' and 'dispreferred' turn shapes -
forms an important condition for the description of this mechanism. And the latter will 
have, in turn, provided numerous opportunities for exploring its variations and 
complexities, even incorporating it into a new mechanism - developments which ought 
to be made because they can be made. 
This example is possibly one of the most self-consciously mechanistic-orientated to be 
found within the CA literature and is thus to some extent untypical. But it does raise 
the question of the whether, if it is true that 'machine represents the ideal towards 
which technique strives' (Ellul, 1965, p. 4), a technological framing of CA activity 
leads to mechanistic values being imported as a matter of routine. One can add that the 
preference of CA for mechanistic imagery is indicative of a quest for control over the 
data. To imagine the operation ofa servo-mechanism of interaction is to gain a kind of 
mastery over a section of conversation via a process of extreme ordering and 
rationalisation. Likewise with the declared preference for being able to spell out in the 
most rigorously formalistic terms the abstract 'rules' of the interactional phenomena 
(psathas, 1990), or a schematic summary of the general properties of a sequential 
pattern. The best example of this type of description is to be found in the article on the 
turn-taking system by Sacks et aL (1978). 
To return to the main argument, because the expansion of the technology of interaction 
in CA is a value in itself, there are no limits to this expansion, which is the expansion of 
power as inscribed in means. This involves a suppression of ethics, for in such a 
situation of ever-expanding means, it is only when one places limits on the 
'excessiveness of means' (Ellul, 1980, p. 244) that an ethical dimension, or even 
meaningfulness itself, can arise. Until that moment, a technological rhetoric effectively 
allows analysts to free themselves of moral responsibility, making the traditional appeal 
to the politi,cal neutrality of technique (Ellul, 1965). In other words, and to reinvoke 
Habermas, self-legitimating technique has potential ideological implications to the 
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extent that ethical questions are systematically disattended to. It appears to be the 
interests of the expanding technological system (and the accompanying increase in 
conceptual control and reliance on technical language ) which count, and not those of 
ordinary human beings whose talk may be the object of study. 
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We can note on one hand how the self-legitimating process of technicisation has gone 
beyond merely the realm of the technical, and touches on a moral dimension. For 
instance, once technique becomes a value in itself it can become a judge of the moral. 
Thus Schegloff (1997) accuses those who introduce their own theoretical concepts for 
the purposes of critical analysis of engaging in 'a form of theoretical imperialism' (p. 
167). There is an implication that the most morally responsible way to proceed is via a 
technical analysis which is said to put participants' endogenous understandings first. 
But on the other hand CA still remains committed to a type of investigation organised 
mainly in technical terms (cf Habermas, 1974). 
The emphasis in CA on speaker competencies seems perfectly attuned to the value of 
unlimited investigation of orderliness and technological augmentation, spreading across 
more and more institutional domains. It means that - as illustrated in Schegloff s 
(1997) arguments - wider ideological themes are not taken into consideration, and that 
critical purposes can remain absent. Rather, they offer opportunities for continual 
expansion of the technological system. One might view the rigid commitment to 
emphasising. speaker competencies as representing a situation whereby the speaker -
now appearing as an abstract entity - is fashioned so as to be compatible with a 
technological framework. This is reflected in the way that the speaker is not thought to 
have a more unconscious or hidden dimension. For like technique as a general 
phenomenon, there is an inherent preference for the conscious, for things which can be 
clearly brought to light. In CA then, there is a dominant interest in what actually 
appears on the transcript. 
While the emphasis on speaker competencies is declared in CA to be value-free, 
suggesting limits to competencies is labelled as partisan. This brings to mind 
Habermas' (1974) discussion of the positivistic reduction of knowledge to the 
expansion of technical control. One characteristic of such science was its fervent attack 
Different Approaches to the Analysis of Spoken Discourse 96 
on any theory 'that relates to practice other than by extending and rationalizing our 
control over natural and social processes', as 'ideological' (McCarthy, 1978, p. 7), or 
'dogmatic' (Habermas, 1974, p. 264). Likewise, and as was noted above with 
reference to Schegloff's comments, conversation analysts can be observed to launch 
similar sorts of attack on those who threaten to hinder its over-arching emphasis on 
technological expansion, such as by criticising its non-critical stance, and attempting to 
introduce the notion of historically imposed constraints on speakers' competence. It 
becomes possible to view these attacks as emerging from a 'disinfected 
reason ... purged of all moments of enlightened volition' (Habermas, 1974, p. 263) and 
clothed in an aura of progress and modernity, against which ethical appeals are made 
to seem irrational. 
One can go further in the criticism of CA's claims for value freedom, again asking, 
along with Billig (1 999a), what image of the social world it contains. An answer is 
provided by Habermas when he suggests that the concept of technical rationality, 
which positivistic science seeks to make prevail, 
ultimately implies an entire organisation of society: one in which a 
technology become autonomous dictates a value system - namely, its own -
to the domains of praxis it has usurped - and all in the name of value 
freedom. (Habermas, 1974, p. 270) 
So far it has been suggested how the fact that conversation analysts themselves 
understand CA as concerned with the development of a technology of conversation, is 
not merely a neutral matter of a convenient vocabulary. Rather, it can be seen as 
indicative of a situation whereby the actual operation of CA really does demonstrate 
certain technocratic qualities. These include the fact that it seeks the expansion of 
technology (and instances of orderliness) as a good in itself, and in the process tends -
with partisan effect - to actively denigrate opportunities for raising ethical questions. It 
can also be argued that in the course of its development CA., as a self-generating 
conceptual universe, imposes its own technological identity upon the social-interactive 
phenomena which it studies, rather than engaging in a genuine dialogue with it. In 
addition to the above mentioned comments on this, two other points are worth 
emphasising. Firstly, the picture of the social world which results from its studies, 
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especially those of ordinary conversation (Billig, 1999a), is one in which conflict 
depends on the shared rules of interaction. One is not generally given a sense of a 
large-scale conflict of social interests. As noted before, attempts are made to identifY 
the commonalties between different speakers, and to overlook content. lAD by 
contrast can be conceptualised to stand in direct opposition to such a technocratic 
vision, such as by 're-introducing conflict and play, of making holes in the social fabric 
which technique would wish to remain seamless' (Ellul, 1980, p. 246). In so doing, 
lAD affirms the notion of the continuity of historical development and thus, in contrast 
to a systematising tendency, which looks for inert ahistorical conversational structures 
(cf Volosinov, 1930/1973), it represents a constant guard against wider political 
inertia - and technocratic systematisation - and the attempt to deny alternatives, and 
imaginative engagement with the possible. In particular, lAD seeks to position 
discourse within a historical context such that it is not just interested in the 'real time' 
of the immediate unfolding of a particular sequence of conversation. It instead seeks to 
understand the relation between this temporal dimension and historical time, each 
possessing their own rhythm and tempo. 
Secondly, in the process of identifYing new pieces of technology, CA relies primarily 
on close focusing, on concentrating on a specific interactional problems, and on 
uncovering local orderliness (Bauman, 1993). Consequently, it does not progress 
beyond providing a picture of the social world as a collection of fragments, as literally 
episodic. This is as opposed to the instances of lAD described above whereby the 
depiction of a fragmented consciousness aids the understanding of the individual as 
enmeshed within a much larger ideological complex. The only totality orientated to in 
CA is that of the technological system. Along with the exclusive emphasis on local 
orderliness - or what Lukacs (19221197 I) might have described as a fixation with the 
immediacy of isolated facts - comes global disorderliness and denigration of any 
holistic vision. For any sense of the inter-connectedness of the fragments within a 
broader concrete historical totality is lost, along with the critical benefits which derive 
from it. The technological fragmentation or disassembly of the social world, accounts 
for the fact that CA findings appear both intimate and strange, so concrete and yet so 
abstract. 
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CHAPTER 4 
INTERVIEWS WITH LOCAL COUNCILLORS 
The main study to be described in the forthcoming empirical chapters was conducted in 
the East Midlands area. All the data for the analyses - except that used in the 
newspaper study in Chapter 5 - came from interviews with 23 local government 
councillors. Apart from the convenience of focusing on local government practitioners 
as a source of talk on political themes, there was another attractive feature of this 
group. This relates to the ambivalence of the role of a local politician. They are actively 
involved within formal political institutions and yet they remain unpaid and, in 
consequence, they are simultaneously 'ordinary' members of the community. This 
emphasises the need to attend to such individuals discussing politics not just as actors 
within an exclusive field of formal ideas, but as members of a much wider community 
informed by shared common sense resources. 
Sixteen of the interviews were conducted at either the beginning or end of 1998. The 
remaining seven were conducted in January and July of 1999. All interviewees, except 
one who was an Independent, were elected onto their respective councils as 
representatives of one of the three main English political parties (i.e. Conservative, 
Labour or Liberal Democrats). The set of interviewees consisted of members of three 
different councils. Each one of these councils was divided along party lines and thus 
mirrored the arrangements at the national political arena. The length of participants' 
experience in local government ranged widely. At one end there were some who had 
only sat on the council since the 1995 local elections. At the other end there were 
councillors with over thirty years experience. The youngest interviewee was in his mid-
thirties, the oldest in his early seventies. Sixteen of the participants were male, seven 
were female. 
Fourteen of the participants sat on a borough council in the East Midlands area. During 
the course of the study this council changed from being Labour controlled tu having no 
one party in overall control, such that a power sharing arrangement was instituted (the 
history and constitution of this council will be discussed in detail in Chapter 5). Four 
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interviewees were members of a Labour controlled town council which was also 
situated in the East Midlands. The remaining five interviewees sat on a different town 
council, this time one with a very large Liberal Democrat majority and situated in the 
home counties, north-west of London. 
The party affiliation of the interviewees, together with gender distribution, is shown in 
the table below. 
Council Party affiliation Gender 
Labour Conservative Lib Dem IndeEendent M F 
East-Mids (borough) 7 5 1 1 10 4 
East-Mids (town) 2 2 0 0 2 2 
Home counties (town) 1 , 0 4 1 ~ 
Totals 10 8 4 16 7 
Regarding the two East Midlands councils, an attempt was made to obtain roughly 
equal numbers of Labour and Conservative councillors. This was not possible in the 
case of the remaining Liberal Democrat dominated town council, where there was only 
one Conservative and one Labour councillor. 
A small minority of the local politicians interviewed sat on more than one type of 
council. That is, their activities as party representatives were not restricted to a single 
tier oflocal government. For example, one interviewee sat on both the town and 
borough East Midlands councils listed above - although for a reason which will be 
given in a moment he was counted in the study only as a town council member. A 
number of the members of the remaining town council sat also on the district and 
county councils. In the actual interviews and subsequent analysis it was specifically 
councillors' experience of a single one of the three councils mentioned above which 
was focused on. This was the council where they had been initially identified as 
potential research participants. It is for this reason that they are identified in the 
forthcoming analysis solely by their relation to that specific council (e.g. 'borough 
councillor' or 'town councillor'). 
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On about four occasions an initial inquiry as to whether a specific councillor would be 
willing to take part in the study was made face-to-face at the council chambers, after 
the meeting had finished. The interviewer attended a number of the full council 
meetings of each council studied, but most often those of the borough council. In the 
latter case attendance covered a period of about a year. In addition to providing an 
initial opportunity to identify potential interviewees, such attendance enabled one to 
attain valuable background knowledge about the council activities and the different 
political dynamics and personalities involved. This knowledge could productively 
inform the interview. For example, on many occasions while interviewing, particular 
events from some previous meeting might be referred to by a councillor or the 
interviewer in order to provoke discussion or illustrate certain points. The background 
knowledge also constituted a more tacit aid to the interviewer's general understanding 
of the significance of councillors' remarks during the interview. 
Most of the time, however, the request for an interview was made over the phone (a 
list of all councillors' home addresses and telephone numbers is readily available to the 
public from the council offices). The actual time and venue of the interview was always 
arranged over the phone. Interestingly, on only one occasion was a request for an 
interview refused. Lack of spare time was given as the reason. 
The interviews lasted on average half an hour, and were conducted in a variety of 
locations, depending on what was convenient for the interviewee. The locations 
included the council offices and councillors' own homes or workplaces. A couple of 
interviews were conducted over the phone. All interviews were tape recorded, and all 
participants agreed to this being done. Interviews were loosely structured. Thus, in 
every interview the interviewer had a list of topics and broad questions which were to 
be touched on during the discussion. These included how the councillors got involved 
in, or became interested in, local politics; their own position in terms of the left/right 
framework; local issues in which they had a special interest; and if, and in what way, 
they thought the two main political parties had moved over the years. They were also 
asked what newspaper (if any) they read on a regular basis, and why, during which 
they were invited to say something about the political stance of the paper. The 
interviews were initially introduced to participants as being concerned with councillors' 
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experiences oflocal government, the left/right distinction in politics and the issue of 
wider processes of recent political change. Both at the time when an interview was 
being arranged over the phone, and just before it commenced, assurances of 
confidentiality were given. 
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Each interview was transcribed, and interviewees were each allocated a code made up 
of the first letter(s) of the party represented, and a number (e.g. 'C2'). The signs used 
in the transcription, which represent a simplified version of those developed by Gail 
Jefferson (see Atkinson and Heritage, 1984), are as follows: 
underlining 
(.) 
(0.3) 
= 
[ 1 
[ 1 
( ) 
« » 
LOUD 
emphasis 
short pause ofless than two-tenths of a second 
timed pause, in tenths of a second 
'equals' signs, which come in pairs, indicate continuous talk with no 
detectable gap between one speaker and the next. 
overlapping talk 
unclear fragment on the tape 
description enclosed by double brackets indicates non-verbal activity 
omitted material 
Capitalisation indicates a section of speech noticeably louder than that 
surrounding it. 
(NB full stops were used where there was heard to be a 'natural' ending of a sentence) 
Analytic tools used in the empirical chapters 
In the forthcoming analyses, a variety of different analytic tools, which have been 
described in other discourse-orientated investigations, will be drawn upon at certain 
moments when they are deemed capable of enriching the current ideological analysis. 
Amongst such tools are some which were developed within Conversation Analysis: in 
addition to the concepts of recipient design, extreme case formulation, and active 
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voicing, reference is also made to conversation analytic observations concerning the 
pragmatics of asking troublesome questions. When it comes to analysing newspaper 
reports in Chapter 5 use is made of the recommendation by Critical Discourse Analysis 
to highlight how certain descriptions of events leave the agents of events unspecified 
such that a sentence can be said to take a passive form. Finally, the domain of rhetoric 
provides some other useful analytical concepts, including rhetorical identification and 
the notion of the potential rhetorical exploitation of the paradoxical qualities of certain 
word meanings. In addition, the argumentative qualities of the word 'just' - discussed 
in Chapter 9 - have also been looked at within rhetoric. 
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CHAPTER 5 
CHANGING REPRESENTATIONS OF POLITICS: 
THE THATCHER AND BLAIR ERAS COMPARED 
Chapter 2 provided a history of the post-war years in terms of the successive waves of 
the end-of-ideology thesis and the more generalised processes of depoliticisation which 
accompanied it. The backbone in each of the two situations was consensus politics, 
consisting of the ideological convergence of the main political parties and shifts in the 
nature of the questions being routinely posed and debated in the political arena. The 
present chapter forms an intermediary step prior to the introduction of the main 
empirical work in the form of analyses oflocal politicians' discourse. It is hoped that 
the current chapter will provide a valuable backdrop for this later work. It seeks to 
begin to empirically explore, at a social-psychological level, the case for the emergence 
of an end-of-ideology era and consensus politics over approximately the last fifteen 
years. In particular, there is the question of if, and how, social representations of 
political conduct may have changed. One realm which presented itself as a potential 
site for such an investigation was news media reporting of the activities of a formal 
local political institution. Because most of the interviewees were members of one 
particular council - Picklewood Borough Council - it seemed convenient to focus on a 
local newspaper's reports of council-related meetings. One could hypothesise that in 
the course of reporting on meetings, journalists will tacitly rely on and give expression 
to particular shared representations of parliamentary-style political interaction. It 
follows, that to investigate the possibility of the constitution of such reports having 
subtly changed in recent years, may also throw some light on the question oflarge-
scale political change, including a change in common sense understandings of political 
conduct. 
The first part of this chapter describes a content analysis which was conducted on 
reports in the local newspaper from 1985 and from 1999. This involved comparing the 
frequency with which pre-selected items of vocabulary appeared in each year -
vocabulary chosen with view to its suitability in providing a measure of the rise of a 
more consensual notion of politics. Subsequently, content analysis findings for 1998 
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will also be introduced and it will be suggested that they point towards a more 
equivocal picture of change in representations than had been at first been imagined. 
In quantifYing the occurrence of certain elements over a large aggregate of texts, 
content analysis is well suited to providing evidence regarding changes over time. 
Nevertheless, to complete this investigation of the 'big picture' of political change, a 
close, detailed focus on particulars will be provided. Thus, the final section of the 
chapter describes a qualitative study of the manifestation of political change in the 
rhetorical organisation of specific articles. 
Background information and sample of materials 
The time period of the study 
The period between 1985 and 1999 represents a significant time of transition in British 
politics. Its beginning was in the height of the Thatcher years of ideological divergence 
between the two main political parties. It has been claimed that this situation was 
reflected in the increased party-politicisation oflocal government: 'No longer were 
disputes solely, or mainly, about which party might be better at administering a set of 
agreed services. The nature of the services themselves and their modes of delivery 
were genuine political issues at local level' (Cochrane, 1993, p. 40; see also Stoker, 
1991). In contrast, 1999 can be said to mark a relatively advanced stage in the process 
of convergence between Labour and Conservative parties in terms of policy (Hay, 
1999). If there has indeed been a shift in the political climate which might be reflected 
in the constitution of news reports, then this period of around IS years would seem to 
be an appropriate one in which to detect it. (It is also during this period that the 
processes of transformation in local government organisation described in Chapter 2 
took place.) 
The borough council: its organisation alld political history 
As already mentioned, the newspaper reports of interest are of meetings associated 
with one local authority. This authority - Picklewood Borough Council' - is situated in 
the East Midlands region of England. The geographical area for which the council has 
administrative responsibility - i.e. PickIewood Borough - has a population of over 
I Pseudonyms have been used for all institutions, places and individuals mentioned in the study 
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150,000. The main town of the borough is Inverton, and it is here that the council is 
based, and where all the council related meetings take place. It is also the home of the 
offices of the Inverton Express, the local newspaper in which reports of meetings 
appeared (this newspaper will be discussed in more detail below). The main 
responsibilities of the borough council include consideration of planning applications, 
investigation and enforcement of environmental health standards - such as in relation to 
noise pollution or food hygiene for instance - and providing housing and a variety of 
other public services and amenities. The latter include, for instance, general 
maintenance work on public spaces and buildings, the provision ofleisure facilities, 
refuse collection and recycling, street cleaning, provision of public conveniences and 
traffic management. At the time of the study most of the council's business was done 
through a system of committees, each committee concentrating on a particular area of 
the council's work. At the beginning of 1999 for instance there were four committees: 
Environmental Health and Housing; Planning; Policy and Finance; and Public 
Services. 
The council is organised along party-political lines, so that nearly all of the 52 elected 
members formally represent one of the three main English parties. In 1985 the political 
balance was 32 Conservative, 15 Labour, 5 Liberal Alliance. This reflects the fact that 
from the borough council's establishment in 1974 right up to the local elections in 
1995, the council had been under the control of a large Conservative majority. At the 
local election in 1995 Labour achieved something of a landslide victory such that the 
political balance between the two main parties was almost completely reversed. The 
new shares of council seats were 30 Labour, 15 Conservative, 5 Liberal Democrat and 
2 Independent. At the next council election in 1999 the results (24 Labour, 21 
Conservative, 6 Liberal Democrat and I Independent) meant that no single political 
group achieved a sufficient majority to gain overall control and thus a hung council 
was declared. A new temporary power sharing arrangement came into existence, 
whereby the role of chairperson of the different committees was rotated between the 
two main parties every six weeks (i.e. after every cycle of meetings). By December 
1999, however, another, more permanent system of policy formulation was in place. 
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This consisted on one hand of a cabinet system in which seven senior councillors (3 
Labour; 3 Conservative; 1 Liberal Democrat) were supposed to provide a fast track 
decision-making mechanism in place of the old committee system. Alongside this there 
were established five 'scrutiny committees' whose role was to check that cabinet 
decisions conformed with the overall explicit aims and responsibilities of the council, if 
necessary making recommendations with regard to particular issues. The only one of 
the old committees to remain operational was the planning committee. Because of this 
process of internal reorganisation, by the end of 1999 news reports of cabinet meetings 
begin to appear in the lnverton Express alongside those of full council meetings, 
planning committees and subcommittees. To reflect the organisational changes the past 
tense is used below when various aspects of the council are mentioned so as to 
emphasise that it is the previous system which is being referred to. 
Council-related meetings 
Committees and subcommittees were (mostly publicly accessible) forums in which the 
bulk of the detailed, nitty-gritty work of deciding on and formulating council policy 
was done, the implementation of which was then formally left to council officers. It is 
only since August 1991 that regular subcommittees, containing 14 members, have been 
a feature of council practice. This followed a decision by the planning committee to 
delegate a large part of the responsibility for considering planning applications. The 
majority of subcommittees reported on in the lllvertoll Express are thus dedicated to 
planning issues. The membership of committees (16 members) and subcommittees was 
arranged so as to reflect the overall balance of power between the parties on the 
council as a whole. The committees (and perhaps even more so with subcommittees) 
have been said to encourage a more informal, relaxed atmosphere compared to the 
more constrained and disciplined setting of full council meetings for example (Wilson 
and Game, 1994). This arguably reflects the more instrumental and co-operative 
approach taken by councillors in these forums, an approach which would make it likely 
that party divisions on issues would mostly remain in the background. Some sense of 
the type of issues which were typically dealt with during committee meetings can be 
gained from surveying the items on the agenda (as listed in the council minutes) of an 
Ellvironmelllal Health and HOllsing committee held on the 25th October 1999. These 
included: installation of security lighting in one particular residential area; eligibility 
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criteria for being put on the Housing Register (which specifies who is to be allocated 
council accommodation); the future use of vacant council-owned land; the availability 
of debit ·and credit card facilities for payment of rent by council tenants; annual review 
of income and expenditure related to council-owned properties. 
Full council meetings 
The purpose offull council meetings, of which there were 10 in 1985 and 8 in 1999, 
was to discuss and possibly ratifY committee and subcommittee outcomes. Full council 
meetings would take place at the end of each cycle of committees and subcommittees. 
They provided a chance for individuals or political groupings to propose motions 
which could then be discussed and voted on. There was also an opportunity for the 
opposition to hold the controlling group to account on a particular action or policy for 
which the latter was responsible. The seating arrangements resembled those of the 
national House of Commons, with the two main political groupings sitting facing each 
other from opposite sides of the chamber. The meetings were presided over by a 
mayor. The latter served a largely ornamental role as the local civic dignitary for the 
borough for one year. The councillor who took on this position was not elected but 
instead chosen by means of informal agreement between the two main political parties. 
The party affiliation of the councillor who filled this position would generally alternate 
from year to year. Overall, to attend a full council meeting left one with the impression 
of attending a more ceremonial and theatrical occasion, in which a heightened 
atmosphere of political accountability could be experienced. 
These putative distinctions between the different meetings will be reconsidered during 
the analysis of the news reports below. 
The loealnewspaper 
The [flverton Express was founded over a hundred years ago and is published weekly. 
At the time of the study its circulation was around 23,000. Over the period between 
1985 and 1999 it has changed very little in appearance and form, largely because the 
last major change in design took place in 1984 when the newspaper was reduced in 
size from broadsheet to tabloid. Some regular features, such as the readers' letters and 
a section providing more informal and personalised commentary on local events, have 
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maintained their position on the same pages, although the size of the main news section 
of paper has increased by almost 50% over the period of interest (from, approximately, 
20 pages to 30 pages). The editor of the Inverton Express has remained the same over 
the period of the study, something which could constitute support for the notion of the 
continuity of the paper's ethos. As well as reports of borough council related meetings 
(the relevant ones for the current study) one can find a plethora of other reports which 
relate broadly to local government; e.g. those announcing the attendance of senior 
councillors at the launch of a new anti-crime initiative; the publication of a proposal for 
a new retail development being evaluated by council officers; reports of opinions on 
the local area expressed occasionally by councillors outside of council meetings; 
reports of meetings associated with other neighbouring councils. 
Criteriafor inclusion of report in content analysis 
Every issue of the Inverton Express appearing in 1985 and 1999 (52 issues were 
published in each year) was checked for reports of meetings associated with the 
borough council. News coverage of meetings differed widely in the amount of detail 
provided concerning the actual proceedings of a meeting. Whilst some reports might 
just announce a committee's decision regarding a private plarming application, at other 
times there could be a description of a lengthy verbal exchange between a number of 
different councillors, possibly presented in terms of a party-political contest. The 
criteria for including a particular report in the study as material for analysis was very 
broad: the report needed only to suggest what type of meeting had recently taken 
place, as well as mentioning some kind of outcome or decision to have emerged. 
(Apart from two exceptions, each article included in the study reported on no more 
than one meeting.) The second paragraph of the article below, which appeared on 8th 
October 1999, illustrates the minimum of information which might be provided about a 
meeting. 
Roll up roll up! 
THE CIRCUS is coming to 
town' The Circa Anc De 
Espana is la set lip its big top 
on Greenfields Park, [n,"enon 
in May. 
The group was given 
pemlission to hold the event 
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at a meeting of Picldewood 
Borough Council's public 
services committee last week 
The Circo Art De Espana, 
which is the Circus of the 
Spanish National Arts, has 
said it will not bring any 
performing animals onto the 
showground and have pledged 
to keep any music to a 
reasonable level. 
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The specific interest in meetings associated with Picklewood Borough Council meant 
that the frequent reports of parish, town and county council activity, as well as reports 
of the activities of neighbouring borough councils, were not attended to. 
Table 1 below shows the number of relevant reports of borough council related 
meetings for each year. There has been a 19.4% decline in the number of reports 
between 1985 and 1999 (i.e. from 216 to 174). 
Table 1: Frequency of reports of meetings of Picklewood Borough Council as a 
proportion of the annual amount of newspapers published 
Number of reports of 
meetings 
1985 
1999 
Coding procedures 
'Antagonistic' word5 
216 
174 
Number of newspaper 
issues examined 
52 
52 
Average number of news 
reports per issue 
4.2 
33 
The choice of the word or words whose occurrence in reports of meetings was to be 
quantified, was guided by the idea of a possible softening of the climate of dissensus in 
national political life. If there had been a corresponding change in the conventional 
image of politics then one might predict a decline in the use of vocabulary that could be 
described as connotative of confrontation or antagonism. It was these elements then -
collectively termed 'antagonistic' words - which were chosen to be counted. Included 
here are nouns which connoted confrontation (e.g. 'row', 'fight' and 'clash') or 
participants in confrontation (e.g. 'critic'); and words - mostly verbs - which connoted 
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some offensive, actively hostile, action: e.g. 'accused', 'attack', 'defeated', 'criticise', 
'hit back at', 'blasted', 'condemn', 'come under fire' and 'blamed'. Despite having a 
basically defensive function, the words 'defend' or defended' was also included. This 
was because they were thought to at least imply some attack or criticism, and thus to 
be potentially significant measures of the shift in representations of politics in a more 
consensual direction. As well as suggestions of individual emotions - such as 'anger', 
'furious' and 'outburst' - other candidate words which were deemed not sufficiently 
connotative of antagonism included 'argued', 'reject', 'protest', 'object'. 
Only antagonistic words used by journalists themselves were counted; words appearing 
as elements of councillors' quoted utterances were ignored. One section of an article 
which appeared on the 11 th January 1985 illustrates how antagonistic words could 
appear within the report of a meeting. These words have been underlined. 
Tories lashed over cuts 
PICKLEWOOD 
Tories were accused of 
"0 u t t hat c her i ng 
T hat c her" as their 
Socialist opponents hit 
out at the latest round 
of Go v ern men t-
imposed spending cuts 
on local councils. 
The taunt, at Monday's 
borough council meeting, 
came from Coun. Tom 
Jordan who urged the 
strongest protest through 
the Association of Dis-
trict Councils, a powerful 
lobby organisation. 
It was the new round of 
limits on what councils 
can spend of their pro-
ceeds from council house 
sales which really rankled 
the Labour group [ ... ] 
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Relevant antagonistic words had also to be used in relation to the events of a specific 
meeting (for example 'Monday's borough council meeting' in the second paragraph 
above). This meant that they always referred to councillors' actions, whether in 
relation to other councillors or parties, or to some individual or thing situated outside 
the council. If for instance an antagonistic word was employed in an earlier section of a 
particular article, and did not refer to the events of a specific meeting, it was ignored. 
It is worth emphasising that counting instances of this vocabulary is not the same thing 
as a recording the amount of actual antagonistic dispute. It will be presumed that for 
any given disputatious meeting, there is an element of choice regarding the extent to 
which antagonistic vocabulary is used in the news coverage of it. This theme will be 
returned to later when the results are being discussed. 
Codingfor context of antagonistic word 
If an antagonistic word was found in an article, another level of coding was then 
undertaken. Each occurrence of an antagonistic word was categorised in one of two 
ways depending on the context of word usage. Firstly, a word may have a constitutive 
function in the portrayal of a dispute which has been presented in terms of Labour 
versus the Conservatives. As was mentioned above, it is these political groupings 
which remained the main adversaries in the borough council (in the sense that they are 
the two groups with the largest number of seats) throughout the period between 1985 
and 1999. 
That the context of word usage was a party-political dispute would usually be clearly 
suggested by the labelling of protagonists, or their target, as Conservative or Labour, 
or 'the opposition' for example. In general, however, there had merely to be an overall 
sense of an inter-group dimension being more salient than an inter-personal one. The 
report which has just been discussed above ('Tories lashed over cuts'), again serves as 
a useful illustration. The dispute is presented as being one between Labour and the 
Conservatives. In the first paragraph we are told of ' Pickle wood Tories' being 
criticised by 'their Socialist opponents'. Then, in the third paragraph, it is 'the Labour 
group' which is described as being 'rankled'. The headings and sub-headings of articles 
often help clarifY the nature of the dispute as being primarily party-political. Thus in the 
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above report the heading announces that it is the 'Tories' who have been 'lashed'. 
Other examples of this form of heading include 'Defeat for Labour on fares issue' and 
'New rap for Tories over housing cuts'. 
The second category consisted of all the other contexts within which antagonistic 
words occurred. Various types of dispute could be included here: those in which no 
clear Labour-Conservative divide was apparent; disputes between two representatives 
of the same party; those between councillors and some other thing, group or individual 
(such as council officers or a proposed development). One reason for including these 
within a single category was that, in contrast to the Labour-versus-Conservative 
context, there was often some ambiguity in articles as to which of these other contexts 
was relevant for a particular occurrence of an antagonistic word. One such article, 
which appeared on 8th February, 1985, is reproduced below. It reports on a committee 
meeting in which one member had criticised some recent changes made to the duck 
pond in a local park. In response the chairman of the meeting tries to defend the 
alteration work. 
DUCK POND PLAN'S CRITICS 
'HASTY' SAYS COUNCILLOR 
CONTROVERSY over changes to the 
duck pond in Inverton's Hailley's Park 
surfaced at the borough council meeting 
this week - with a plea to reserve judge-
ment until the work is completed. 
For Coun. Gavin Smith confidently predicted 
that. when finished, the work will have been 
worthwhile. "People will say 'well done' and 
. magnificent' ." he declared. 
Affection 
Coun. Smith had been replying to complaints 
that the work had been undertaken without the 
estates and recreation committee being con-
sulted. 
The criticism had come from Coun. Derek 
Album who felt the duck island. which had been 
bulldozed away, had been valued and 
regarded with affection for generations. 
If the idea was to get rid of stagnant water. 
then it had not worked. added Coun. Album. 
What they had was now dull, ordinary and 
muniCipal and not an attractive and interesting 
place to feed the ducks. 
Complaints 
Coun. Smith. chairman of the estates and 
recreation committee, agreed that the area was 
not a pleasant sight at the moment. but that 
was because it was not finished. 
They had to do something in the area 
following complaints about the smell. Trees 
were overgro\\,l1 and needed to come don·n. 
When finished, one side of the pond would be 
shmb-lined. 
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In this case, the party affiliation of the various actors is not specified. This becomes 
important with reference to the word 'critics' in the heading of the article, and in the 
fourth paragraph of the main body of the text where the word 'criticism' appears. For 
at these points it is debatable whether the context should be categorised as 'no clear 
party divide' or 'councillors criticising a proposed development'. 
However, to some extent regardless of this type of problem, it was also simply felt that 
a single distinction between Labour-Conservative (i.e. party-political) contexts and 
remaining types of context would, together with a record of the type of meeting being 
reported on, provide sufficient data to draw more detailed conclusions about the 
pattern of usage of antagonistic words. 
The complete coding procedure can be summarised as follows. Each issue of the 
lnverton Express was searched for reports of borough council-related meetings. The 
date of the newspaper and page on which a relevant report appeared, as well as the 
type of meeting being reported on, was noted regardless of whether the report 
contained any antagonistic words. If an antagonistic word was found, it was written on 
the coding sheet alongside the other information just mentioned. (The possible number 
of antagonistic words in a single article ranged between 1 and 9, and it was possible 
that the context of use would not be the same for all the words occurring in a 
particular article.) Finally, the context of usage (Labour-Conservative or other) was 
recorded. 
Results 
The first set of findings presented in Table 2 below shows, for 1985 and 1999, the 
proportion of the total coverage of meetings given to each type of meeting. The 
coverage of full council meetings (as a proportion of the total number of reports of 
meetings) can be seen to have decreased by over half between 1985 and 1999 - from 
24% to 9.2%. Thus newspaper attention, understood in relative terms, appears to have 
moved towards the committees and subcommittees, which together form the subject of 
almost 90% of all relevant news reports for 1999. This compares with 76% of reports 
from 1985 not being full council related. 
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Table 3 allows one to compare this change in coverage with the change between the 
years in the incidence of each type of meeting. In the case of full council meetings, it 
would seem that the differences between the two years in the frequency of such 
meetings is unlikely to account for the changes in the focus of the newspaper reporting. 
A 20% decrease in the amount offull council meetings (from 8 to 10) cannot easily 
account for a 61.7% decrease in the proportion of reports of such meetings (from 24 
to 9.2). With regard to committee and subcommittee meetings such a compelling 
argument cannot be made. Although the proportion of coverage given to such 
meetings has risen by 18.8% (76 to 89.1), the actual frequency of such meetings has 
risen by 14% (50 to 57), which is not so different. 
Table 2: Proportion of coverage given to different meeting types 
Total no. of No. of reports on each meeting type; and 
reports of this as a percentage of the total number of 
meetings rel20rts for the relevant year 
FC Corn Subc Cab 
1985 216 52 164 (} (} 
(24%) (76%) (0%) (0%) 
. 1999* 174 16 76 79 5 
{9.2%) {437%} {45.4%} {29%) 
FC = Full Council; Corn = committee; Subc = subcommittee; Cab = cabinet 
* two articles in 1999 report on two different meetings; therefore sum 
of percentages for this year slightly exceeds 100% 
Table 3: Number of each meeting type 
Number of meetings per year 
{ source: council minutes) 
FC Corn Subc Cab 
1985 10 49 I 0 
1999 8 36 21 2 
The findings, for each year, concerning the frequency of antagonistic words as a 
proportion of the number of reports of meetings will now be examined. Here there 
appears unequivocal support for a significant change having taken place. Table 4 
Changing Representations of Politics 115 
suggests that there has been a very large relative decline - over fourfold - in the 
instances of antagonistic words. A Chi-square statistical test was performed in order to 
measure the strength of the association between different frequencies of antagonistic 
words (i.e. 85 /216 and 17/174), and the year in which they occurred. This 
association was found to be highly significant (p<O.OOI; X"=10.83; df=I). By this 
measure, therefore.,. there can be said to be an extremely strong association between the 
two different variables. 
Table 4: Amount of antagonistic words relative to number of reports 
No. of reports Total no. of Number of reports per 
of meetings antagonistic antagonistic 
words word 
1985 216 85 2.5 
1999 174 17 10.2 
These results leave open the possibility that in 1985 more antagonistic words may have 
been concentrated within proportionately the same number of reports as appeared in 
1999. That is to say, the actual diffusion of antagonistic words may not be much wider 
in 1985. In order to explore this issue Table 5 shows the change in the number of 
articles containing, and the number not containing, antagonistic words. These figures 
indicate that newspapers from 1985 do not just contain more antagonistic words as a 
proportion of the coverage of meetings. They also, firstly, feature proportionately 
more articles containing antagonistic words: 15.7% of the total number of reports (34 / 
216) compared with 8% for 1999 (14/ 174). And, secondly, newspapers from 1985 
contain proportionately less articles without antagonistic words: 84.3% of the total 
number of reports (182 / 216) compared with 92% for 1999 (160 /174). A Chi-square 
test was performed to measure the strength of the association between the frequency 
of the two different sets of articles (i.e. 34 and 182; 14 and 160) and the year in which 
they occurred. This was found to be significant (p<0.05; X'=3.84; df=I), such that 
there can be said to be an association between the two variables. 
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Table 5: Number of reports containing antagonistic words compared 
with number not containing antagonistic words 
1985 1999 
Reports containing 34 14 
antagonistic words 
Reports without 182 160 
antagonistic words 
Total number of reports 216 174 
of meetings 
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The next set of findings presented below show how the change noted in the discussion 
of Table 4 looks when one focuses on coverage of specific types of meeting. Tables 6 
and 7 illustrate two patterns which are worth noting. On one hand, the likelihood that 
antagonistic words will be used decreases for reports of all varieties of meeting across 
time. Thus, in coverage of full council meetings the incidence of antagonistic words 
goes from one word per 0.9 report, to I word in every 5.3 reports. In the coverage of 
committee meetings the incidence of antagonistic words go from I word in every 5.7 
reports to I in every 8.3 reports. On the other hand, for both years the most target 
words (as a proportion of the total coverage of each meeting type) appear in the 
reports of full council meetings. This to some extent confirms the conventional 
expectation that full council meetings are more associated with heightened disputation. 
By the same token, the expectation that subcommittee members would be less inclined 
to confrontation is given support by the fact that coverage of subcommittee meetings, 
which appear in 1999 only, contains proportionately by far the fewest target words (1 
word per 19.5 reports). It is beyond the range of the current study to consider to what 
extent these results are in some way indebted to the fact that the reporters themselves 
may share these expectations regarding the level of dispute associated with different 
types of meeting. 
Changing Representations of Politics 117 
Table 6: Incidence of antagonistic words in reports of different 
types of meeting 
No. of reports of each Frequency of antagonistic words 
type of meeting within total coverage of 
each meeting ti1!e 
FC Corn Subc Cab FC Corn Subc Cab 
1985 52 164 56 29 
1999 16 75 78 5 3 9 4 I 
Table 7: Number of reports of meeting type per antagonistic word 
FC Corn Subc Cab 
1985 0.9 5.7 
1999 5.3 8.3 19.5 5 
In order to complete the picture concerning the pattern of usage of antagonistic words, 
the context of word use will be considered. In tables 8 and 9 the above figures - i. e. for 
the number of antagonistic words per meeting type reported on - are broken down 
further to reveal for each year the amount of antagonistic words used within a party-
political (Labour versus Conservative) context and the amount used within other types 
of context. The observed frequencies for 1985 will initially be considered. The first 
step involves calculating, for the sum of antagonistic words found in reports of a 
particular meeting type, the percentage used in each of the two contexts. It appears 
that for this year more of the words occurring in reports of full council meetings are 
used within Labour-Conservative contexts than in 'other' contexts: 64.3% (361 56) 
versus 35.7% (20156). And more of the words used within reports ofcomrnittee 
meetings are used within 'other' contexts than in Labour-Conservative contexts: 
58.6% (17 129) versus 414% (12/29). The observed frequencies were statistically 
analysed using a Chi-square test. The association between the type of meeting reported 
on and the context of the words used in the reports was found to be significant 
(p<0.05; X'= 3.84; df=I). 
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Table 8: Figures for 1985 showing context of antagonistic 
word by meeting type reported on 
Context of word use 
Labour- Other Total 
Conservative 
FC 36 20 56 
Corn 12 17 29 
Total 48 37 85 
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Looking at the observed frequencies for 1999 in Table 9, the figures appear to be too 
small to say anything meaningful. Because of this smallness, a Fishers exact test of 
significance was applied. This indicated that the association between the type of 
meeting being reported on and the context of the words used in the reports was not 
significant. 
Table 9: Figures for 1999 showing context of antagonistic 
word by meeting type reported on 
Context of word use 
Labour- Other Total 
Conservative 
FC 2 1 3 
Corn 3 6 9 
Subc 0 4 4 
Cab 0 1 1 
Total 5 12 17 
There was a more positive outcome when it came to considering the association 
between year and context of word usage. The aim was to test whether it is possible to 
state reliably that, as it appears at a glance, in 1985 there were more Labour-
Conservative contexts and in 1999 there were more 'other' contexts. Using a Chi-
• 
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square test - comparing 1985 totals (48 and 37) and 1999 totals (5 and 12) - this 
relationship was found to be significant (p<0.05; X'=3.84; df=I). 
Distribution of antagonistic words across the year 
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Consideration will now be given to the implications for this main body of findings of 
the emergence, following the local election of May 1999, of a new power sharing 
arrangement in the council. As was mentioned earlier, up until December of that year, 
when the cabinet and scrutiny committees came into existence, there was instituted a 
transitional system whereby the role of chairing the different committees was rotated 
between the two main parties every six weeks. This throws up a potential opportunity 
for criticising the present study. A claim could be made along the lines that a reduced 
incidence of antagonistic words in 1999 may be the result of this particular change in 
the organisation of the council and its balance of power, rather than an indication of 
some broad historical-cultural shift extending well beyond the council environment. 
For in a hung council, in which there is more sharing of executive decisions, one could 
predict the presence of a more co-operative ethos in meetings, or at least less overt 
signs of argumentative confrontation. In order to test this objection, the spread of 
target words across both 1985 and 1999 is presented below. If the emergence ofa 
hung council has indeed had some impact we would expect there to be some notable 
difference between the first and second half of the year in the incidence of antagonistic 
words. Table 11 suggests that the evidence does not support such a notion. The 
frequency of target words from July to December is more than a third higher than the 
number in the period from January to June. As Table 10 shows, it is ip fact in 1985 that 
there occurred less antagonistic words in the second half of the year compared to the 
first. In addition to this evidence, it is also possible to turn around the potential 
objection mentioned above. In a year of a local election one may reasonably expect 
there to be an intensified atmosphere of confrontation, something which, following the 
logic of the original question, should offset the presumed consensus-provoking hung 
council. 
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Table 10: Distribution of antagonistic words across 1985 
Jan Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Qct Nov 
FC 7 6 4 4 4 6 0 3 11 0 
Corn 11 3 0 0 4 1 1 0 2 0 
Total IS. 9 4 4 8 7 1 3 n 0 
50 35 
Table 11: Distribution of antagonistic words across 1999 
Jan Feb Mar Apr May June July Aug Sept Oct 
FC 0 0 0 1 0 0 0 1 0 1 
Corn 0 2 0 0 0 0 I 4 0 0 
Subc 3 1 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 0 
Cab 
Total 3 3 0 1 0 0 1 5 0 1 
7 10 
An equivocal ending: taking the results from 1998 into account 
Despite the apparent robustness of the change in frequencies which have been 
identified (of both antagonistic words, and of articles with/without antagonistic 
words), when, subsequently, frequencies for 1998 were collected the message of the 
study as a whole became much more mixed. Table 12 shows that although there has 
been a significant decrease (p<0.02; X2=5.41; df=l) in the relative amount of 
antagonistic words between 1985 and 1998 - from 1 word per 2.5 reports to 1 word 
per 4 reports - it is less significant than the decrease between 1985 and 1999. 
Furthermore, the decrease in the relative frequency of antagonistic words between 
1998 and 1999 was found to still be highly significant (p<O.OOI; X2=IO.83; df=I). 
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Table 12: Amount of antagonistic words relative to number of news items 
No. of reports No. of Number of reports per 
of meetings antagonistic antagonistic 
words word 
1985 216 85 2.5 
~ 1998 294 73 4 
1999 174 17 10.2 
Finally, looking at 1985 and 1998, a Chi-square test suggests that there exists no 
significant association between the frequency of articles with and without antagonistic 
words, and the year in which they occurred (p<0.20; df=l) (see Table 13 below). This 
is in spite of the fact that the change between 1985 and 1998 is still in the right 
direction. Namely, there is on one hand a decline in the number of articles containing 
antagonistic words from 15.7% of the total number of reports (34 / 216) to 12.2% (36 
/294). On the other hand, there is an increase in the number of articles without 
antagonistic words from 84.3% of the total number of reports (182 /216) to 87.8 % 
(258/294). 
Table 13: Number of articles containing antagonistic words compared 
with number not containing antagonistic words 
t 
1985 1998 1999 
Reports containing 34 36 14 
antagonistic words 
Reports without 182 258 160 
antagonistic words 
Total number of reports 216 294 174 
of meetings 
The results as a whole suggest both intimations of change in reporting practices -
especially in terms of the dramatic drop in the number of antagonistic words in 1999 -
and yet no straightforward linear decline over the period of the study. 
Comparing the discursive constitution of specific newspaper reports 
The above analytic exercise involved looking beyond specific articles in order to 
aggregate many elements - both reports and 'antagonistic' words - so as to detect 
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subtle historical shifts in the content of reporting. The question can be raised of 
whether such shifts may translate into an observable qualitative change in the 
discursive constitution of individual reports. To this end, an analysis of the rhetorical 
organisation of a report from 1985 and 1999 is described below. Both articles chosen 
for comparison contained antagonistic words (these have again been underlined) and 
superficially seemed concerned with describing a party-political dispute between 
councillors. While there were a number of reports in 1985 which could be categorised 
in this way, in 1999 there was only a single such report (something which is itself 
significant in the context of the earlier findings) and thus no choice but to use. that one. 
The goal is to consider whether there exist differing frames of meaning - the 
undesignated background to reports - which are taken for granted in the construction 
of the report, and remain only implicit in the constructive choices of the journalists. 
Relevant here is the assumption that all reporting involves a process of bringing a 
particular news item within the realm of familiar meanings. In particular, there is the 
idea that all journalists must present 
the item to its assumed audience, in terms which, as far as the presenters 
of the item can judge, will make it comprehensible to that audience. If 
the world is not to be represented as a jumble of random and chaotic 
events, then they must be identified (i. e. named, defined, related to other 
events known to the audience), and assigned to a social context (i. e. 
placed within a frame of meanings familiar to the audience) .... This 
process of 'making an event intelligible' is a social process - constituted 
by a number of specific journalistic practices, which embody (often only 
implicitly) crucial assumptions about· what society is and how it works. 
(Hall et al., 1978, pp. 54-55) 
A report from May 1985 will firstly be discussed. 
Tories come under 
fresh attack over 
'secret' meetings 
TORY chairmen of Picklewood Borough Council 
committees would be too embarrassed to face 
questions from the public because of their "ineffi-
cient and bad·· policies. a Labour critic claimed. 
A Labour motion for a question time before 
committee meetings and the opening of sub-
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committees to press and public had been defeated 
by the policy and finance committee. 
At Tuesday's meeting of the full council, 
Labour's John Michael again accused the Tory-
controlled council of being too secretive by 
holding all sub-committee meetings behind closed 
doors. 
"We do not accept the whole agenda of a sub-
committee has to be discussed in secret," he said 
"Press and public can be excluded for particular 
items if necessary." 
'Bad policies' 
"And they should be able to question committee 
chairmen. But chairmen are not willing to accept 
this because of embarrassment it would cause due 
to inefficiency and bad policies." 
But Coun. Harry Smith. chairman of the high-
ways and planning committee, argued that a 
question time before each meeting would prove 
lengthy and impractical - especially with planning 
matters. 
And Coun. Jean Millford, chairman of policy 
and finance, said that questions of personnel and 
finance often had to be discussed in confidence. 
She pointed out that sub-committee papers were 
always discussed in open at later committee meet-
ings. 
And Coun. Simon Grove reminded council 
members it was their responsibility to represent 
the public's ,iews to committee chairmen. 
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Right from the start of the main body of this article, the reported events are portrayed 
in terms of a dispute between two, clearly specified political antagonists. The opposing 
party-political camps (Labour and Conservative) appear as the primary actors in the 
confrontation. Thus, in the introductory first paragraph the hostile-sounding claim is 
presented as being made by a 'Labour critic' about 'Tory chairmen' of the council; and 
in the third paragraph it is 'Labour's John Michael' who is said to have 'accused the 
Tory controlled council of being too secretive'. The suggestion of hostility directed at 
the 'Tories' is present in the heading of the article. Also relevant is the subheading 
('Bad policies') halfway down the column, which leaves the quoted accusation 
hanging in the air so to speak, and thus serves to sustain the tone of confrontation. 
However, it is also noteworthy that it is not specified in the heading who the attackers 
are. In this way it reflects a common feature of newspaper texts (along with other 
formal modes of discourse; Fowler, 1991) whereby agents of events are left 
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unspecified such that a sentence can be said to take a passive form (Hodge and Kress, 
1993l In addition, the phrasing of the heading in terms of someone coming 'under 
attack' means that the sense of agency is less pronounced than would be the case with 
a heading featuring the word 'attacked', such as in 'Tories attacked again over secret 
meetings'. In contrast to the former case, in which 'attack' takes the form of an action-
describing noun, the verb 'attacked' unambiguously connotes the action of attacking. 
Stilt, however, the general portrayal of events within the article as a whole appears 
largely at odds with the non-specification of an agent in the heading. The political 
world evoked is one unambiguously divided between two sides - accusers and accused 
- with the council itself, to the extent that it is explicitly identified with the 
Conservative group (which is in turn identified with the council), being presented as a 
solidly partisan entity. Thus the Conservatives are portrayed as being responsible for 
the council's current organisation and procedures, such as the exclusion of members of 
the public from the "'secret" meetings'. A blurring between the Conservative 
leadership of the council, and the council itself is reflected in the variation within the 
text between criticism of 'Tory chairmen ofPicktewood Borough Council committees' 
(first paragraph) and the condemnation of the 'Tory-controlled council' (third 
paragraph). Likewise, in the second paragraph the policy and finance committee is also 
implicitly presented, through its act of 'defeating' (rather than, for instance, 'rejecting' 
or 'voting out') the 'Labour motion', as a partisan actor within the party-political 
contest. These observations can bring to mind the idea of a well practised, dominant 
repertoire of political conduct. In this case it would involve something like a. 
, Certain anal~1ic concepts used in this chapter were developed within Critical Discourse Analysis 
(CDA) (e.g. Chouliaraki and Fairclough. 1999). It is worth clarifYing where CDA stands in relation to 
the distinction made in Chapter 3 between 'technocratic' and ideological forms of analysis. Broadly 
speaking, the same points apply to CDA as apply to the forms of analysis discussed in Chapter 3 
which do not attend to the detailed instantiation of ideological phenomena. It is panly for this reason 
that CDA's concepts are used in the current study only when written te"1s - which arguably do not 
demonstrate the practical complexity of spoken discourse - are being analysed. The reason that CA 
can legitimately be called technocratic in a way that CDA cannot (even through CDA's language-as-
a-system assumptions certainly make for many technical-sounding elements) is because of the unique 
way that technological augmentation "ithin CA seems to becomc , force unto itself, driven by an 
abstract concentration on speaker competence. and - behind a disingenuous facade of ethical neutrality 
- condemns as irrational and ideological more critical approaches which would discipline wanton 
system-building. 
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continuous competition between inherently opposed active particularistic positions. 
This artiyle is recounting just the latest saga of this long-running tradition. 
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By the time that the following article appeared in February 1999, control of the council 
had switched to Labour hands. 
CONSERVATIVES QUESTION NEED FOR COUNCIL TO KEEP LARGE SURPLUS 
Political row flares up as 
• council tax bills Increase 
COUNCIL tax bills look set to rise by 2.8 percent this year, 
1 shunting the bill for an average band D property up from 
£86.96 to £89.39. 
But this figure set by Picklewood Borough Council will rise once 
2 Staffordshire County Council and the police authority announce their 
precepts this week. 
Speaking at a meeting of the council's policy and finance 
3 committee, leader of the council John Michael (Lab) said: "This 
increase is in line with inflation. 
But Coun Barry Fosset (Con) raised concerns about the size of the 
4 council balances in reserve for 1998/99, and the large amount of 
money left surplus. 
The balances in March 1999 will stand at £5.7 million, but are 
5 expected to fall below £3 million by March 2000. 
Pointing out that the council was in a similar position in 1997/98, 
6 he questioned the accuracy of the council's budget process. 
"When the under spending of 1997/98 first came out I did ask 
7 whether it was because there was a reduction of services, and I was 
told that this was not the case." 
8 
9 
10 
Budgeting 
Coun Fosset added that the only other explanation is that council 
over budgeted in previous years. 
"It is likely that we should have a surplus again. If that is the case 
then we are taking money from Picklewood Borough Council tax 
payers by false pretences." 
But Coun John Michael hit back, saying: "We use the resources for 
the benefit of the borough, where the previous government used it as 
a way of reducing tax levy, which worked to the overall detriment of 
the council." 
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The heading of this article employs dramatic imagery ('flares up') in the course of 
announcing the emergence ofa 'political row'. The reference to a 'flaring up' could be 
taken as signalling that the event is not something which happens very regularly. With 
the presentation of the row's emergence as somewhat spectacular the unusualness of 
such a row is being suggested. It implies a sudden change from the normal state of 
placidity tQ an extraordinary and newsworthy one of argumentative conflagration. The 
action of the heading is as much one of announcing a change in the atmosphere of the 
meeting, as about the cause of this change in atmosphere; as much an announcement of 
a 'flaring up' of a row as of the announcement of a row. A potential alternative 
heading could be: 'Political row over increase in council tax bills'. Indeed, a similar 
form of heading appeared in 1985: a report in January of that year (detailing a party-
political dispute triggered by the threat of job losses posed by a planned redevelopment 
of the town hall buildings) was headed 'Political dogfight over Town Hall's future'. In 
that instance, it may be speculated, the readership is being treated as used to such a 
reported event. The probable context of the heading is one of political rows being a 
regular occurrence, forming part of the familiar milieu of local politics and as 
influencing expectations about it. In such a case it is sufficient to provide an activity-
describing noun ('row' or 'dogfight') by itself, rather than accompanied by a verb 
providing more imagery regarding the actual emergence of the event. 
Despite the title holding out the promise of news concerning a dramatic confrontation, 
there are a number offeatures of the article which, relative to the previous report, 
strongly qualify the sense of an antagonistic encounter. In this case, for example, the . 
report is structured such that the council (and associated things such as 'council bills') 
itself appears as a non-partisan and autonomous actor. It is not, as seen in the 1985 
article, identified with a particular party-political grouping. Thus, in the second 
paragraph, it is the council as a whole (,Picklewood Borough Council') which is 
portrayed as the actor responsible for the rise in council tax bills. Also relevant here is 
Councillor Fosset's intervention in paragraph 4, where he raises 'concerns' about the 
'size of the council balances'. Both there, and later on when he questions 'the accuracy 
of the council's budget process' (paragraph 6) and whether the 'council over budgeted 
in previous years' (paragraph 8), the term 'council' remains very ambiguous. It is not 
clear for, example, whether the 'council's budget process' refers to some non-political 
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process for which everyone (or no one in particular) is responsible, or whether it refers 
to the Labour controlled' council's budget process'. This might not have been so 
important if Councillor F osset was presented as criticising or attacking 'the council', in 
which case there might have been more likelihood of inferring a partisan council. But in 
fact he is only either raising 'concerns' or probing and questioning (,questioned the 
accuracy of the council's budget process', paragraph 6). Overall then, these features 
provide for a sense of the council as an all-encompassing unified whole, involving non-
hostile deliberation about its collective purpose. This impression is enhanced by the 
appearance of 'we' in one of the quoted passages in paragraph 9: ' "It is likely that we 
should have a surplus again. If that is the case then we are taking money from 
Picklewood Borough Council tax payers by false pretences.'" 
There is also a difference between the two reports in the way in which the main human 
actors (i.e. councillors) are identified. One can suggest that in the I 985 report symbolic 
primacy is given to the party. For in the third paragraph the councillor is identified as 
'Labour's John Michael'. Compare this with paragraph 4 of the 1999 article where the 
councillor is referred to as 'Coun Barry Fosset (Con)'. On that occasion symbolic 
primacy is given to the individual: the party is literally bracketed off. 
Having suggested some important patterns in the main body of the 1999 article, the 
consideration of the heading and subheading will be resumed. The main heading can be 
analysed in terms of the common features of newspaper reporting which were 
mentioned during the discussion of the 1985 report. The description 'political row' 
involves the use of a noun which in fact depicts an activity. This serves to exclude 
mention of participants in the row while also suppressing concrete causal processes, 
i.e. the notion that the row was initiated and performed by particular parties at a 
specific place and time (Hodge and Kress, 1993). This passive form is followed by 
another one: the rise in 'council tax bills' is presented by the title as happening 
automatically, there being no causal agent specified. In contrast to the 1985 article, , 
however, this non-specification of an agent continues in the main body of the report. In 
the first paragraph, with its announcement that 'Council tax bills look set to rise by 2.8 
percent this year', the rise in council tax is again portrayed as an happening 
independently of any agents or causal processes. And as already mentioned, when the 
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initiator of the rise - i.e. 'Pickleton Borough Council' - is revealed in the next 
paragraph, it appears as an actor in itself, with no partisan causal agents specified. 
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Thus in the context of the report taken as a whole, the heading, with the agentless 
passive form, can be seen as setting the overall tone. The relevant image of politics is 
of an inclusive process of deliberation within the confines of a single active 
administrative body and a single set of ends. But the contrast between the promise of 
the title and the content of the rest of the report is still important. Newspaper (and 
market) demand for a dramatic and exciting-sounding news story remains strong it 
seems, even if the way in which the relevant events of the meeting are reported does 
not (or no longer) live up to what is promised. 
Similar points can be made about the subheading (,CONSERVATIVES QUESTION 
NEED FOR COUNCIL TO KEEP LARGE SURPLUS'). Whereas in the heading of 
the 1985 report the attackers were not specified, in this case the 'questioning' party is 
mentioned but the party which is being 'questioned' is not. There is again some 
ambiguity regarding the' council' - whether it is itself an autonomous actor whose 
decisions everyone can help determine, or a Labour-controlled council. In other words, 
the Conservatives' relation to the council does not seem necessarily an oppositional 
one along party-political lines; the council instead could be construed as something 
which all different groups are part of, or identifY with. 
It is only in the final paragraph that a suggestion of confrontation is made. There is a 
description of how 'Coun John Michael hit back', in the course of which he can be 
seen to identifY with a 'we' and invoke a 'them' in the form of 'the previous 
government'. 
Discussion 
The results of the content analysis have pointed to a significant decline in both the 
frequency of antagonistic words in news coverage of council meetings between 1985 
and 1999, as well as in the incidence of reports containing antagonistic words. 
Remaining constant between these two years were the specific variations in the amount 
of antagonistic words depending on the type of meeting. Thus, the most antagonistic 
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words were to be found in coverage of full council meetings, a finding which lends 
support to the earlier characterisation of the different meetings in terms of varying 
levels of dispute. Also consistent with this characterisation is one of the claims which 
can reliably be made concerning the context of word usage. In 1985 antagonistic 
words occurring in full council meetings were most likely to occur within Labour-
Conservative contexts, while in reports of committee meetings antagonistic words 
were most likely to occur within 'other' contexts. This supports the above presentation 
of full council meetings as the most likely site for party-political confrontation. 
Concerning the theme of change between the two years, the commonest type of 
context in 1985 was Labour-Conservative, and in 1999 it was 'other'. This may reflect 
a decline in the centrality of the party-political divide in arguments during meetings. 
In terms of changes in the amount of coverage given to the different types of meeting, 
there was seen, in 1999, to be a tendency to give less coverage to meetings with which 
are associated with the most antagonistic words (i.e. full council meetings). This 
change raises the possibility of a change in the notions of newsworthiness amongst 
news workers, corresponding to the more general emergence of consensus politics. 
The category of meetings characterised by a more confrontational orientation have 
been somewhat passed over in favour of forums in which more apolitical administrative 
decisions were likely to be made. These results remain important even though the 
findings for 1998 significantly undermine the notion of a neat decline in antagonistic 
words between 1985 and 1999. 
As was noted earlier, there is an issue concerning the relationship betweenjoumalists' 
reporting practices and reality (i.e. the objective events at meetings). It is being argued 
that while there may indeed have been a decline in actual dispute, this is not sufficient 
to account for changes in the use of antagonistic words. Instead it is being argued that 
one needs to allow for a more consensual image of politics helping to structure reports. 
Good support for this is provided by Table 11 above showing the distribution of 
antagonistic words across 1999. Having said this, we have also seen evidence for the 
idea of the reporter as a more neutral recorder of objective events. Thus, there was a 
focus on the systematic variation in the frequency of word use relative to the particular 
type of meeting. In that case reporting is being assumed to vary with the specific 
\~ 
\ 
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qualities of different meetings. If, for example, coverage of full council meetings is 
more likely to contain antagonistic words, then it would seem reasonable to conclude 
that it is some relatively durable property of these forums (e.g. heightened disputation) 
which accounts for this vocabulary. 
Arguably, the results of the qualitative analysis of two single reports provides good 
support for the direction of change suggested in the content analysis. Namely, that 
alongside the change in objective political conditions in a more consensual direction, 
there may have been some corresponding change in the representations of politics 
whose underlying generative principles are objectively attuned to such conditions. 
In order to gain a firmer impression of the implications of the present contemporary 
political climate for social practice it is necessary to change the focus of analysis. This 
means moving away from those who report on the events of meetings, towards the 
accounts of those elected party representatives who regularly participate within them. 
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CHAPTER 6 
LOCAL POLITICIANS' STORIES OF POLITICAL CHANGE 
When it comes to trying to gain a sense of a lived culture, particularly a sense of how 
the current political culture is experienced, an impersonal counting of antagonistic 
words is oflimited use. With this challenge in mind the present chapter will move on 
from the topic of changing reporting practices to consider instances of local politicians 
themselvestopicalising and reflecting on the theme of change. Of interest here are 
accounts of the atmosphere of the council and the political landscape in general 
changing in ways which resemble the patterns documented in Chapter s. Rather than 
take such accounts at face value, and treat them as descriptions of actual events, it will 
be suggested that they can be viewed as reflecting shared stories of political change 
which form part of the fabric of contemporary common sense. It will be argued that 
these common sense narratives of historical change belong specifically ·to the current 
era of a post-ideological consensus politics. It is this fact which helps explain why, in 
addition to making reference to the emergence of a new post-ideological political 
context, such lay stories can be shown to have a constitutive role to play in relation to 
this context. If it is true that Britain is currently in, or has recently experienced, a 
period of political transition (from the divisive discourse of Thatcherism to the 
conciliatory discourse ofBlairism), it can be hypothesised that current political culture 
will contain resources - especially particular uriderstandings of history - for making 
sense of the relation of the present to the past in self-advantageous ways. 
Change in the political organisation and atmosphere of the council 
In nearly all the interviews the councillors were asked ifthey were able to, or would 
normally, position themselves on the left/right political spectrum. They were also often 
asked whether they thought this distinction was currently a useful or valuable feature 
of the political lexicon. Most of the stories of political change to be discussed below 
grew out of the responses to such questions. In this way, accounts of the historical past 
were used to manage concerns of the present. In surveying the accounts of change it is 
possible to detect patterns of argument which occur in both Labour and Conservative 
accounts. However, it will also be argued that one can detect some significant 
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differences between the accounts of some Labour councillors, and the remainder of the 
councillors (Labour and Conservative). The discussion will begin by looking at 
interviews with Conservative representatives before moving on to consider those with 
Labour representatives. 
Conservative councillors 
An episode taken from an interview with a Conservative councillor (C3) will firstly be 
considered. The councillor, who at the time of the interview had been a member of the 
council for approximately 18 years, was asked if he would generally think of other 
members of the council in terms of 'left' and 'right'. 
I would have use- I think I could have used those words more with more 
sense ten years ago, both in terms of individual people councillors and in 
terms of attitudes. But I can think of I can think of one particular ((laughs» 
member of the controlling Labour group you know whom I you know I like as 
an individual I mean we get along as er individuals fine but when er er his 
rhetoric in previous years you would have distinctively called left. 
In response he suggests that he 'could have used those words with more sense ten 
years ago, both in terms of individual people councillors and in terms of attitudes'. In 
other words, and echoing the Third Way view, the left/right distinction is no longer 
capable of mapping (or making sense ot) the world because the contours of the latter 
have altered. The councillor goes on to give an example of this changing world in the 
form of one Labour councillor whose 'rhetoric in previous years you would have 
distinctively called left', but, it is implied, no longer neatly falls into this category. 
Later in the interview the councillor goes further by noting not only a decline in the 
classificatory power of 'left' and 'right', but also something which is presented as a 
consequence of this: a decline in its usage. In this case the context extends beyond just 
the council. When asked whether he saw himself 'in terms ofleft and right' the 
councillor does not provide a direct answer but begins by comparing current usage of 
such labels with past usage. 
C3: [ .... ] a first part of the answer is those very words you've used 
are increasingly less used these days it seems to me whereas they 
were used quite strongly in the 'past= 
I: =D'you think they're out of date? 
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C3: Well I was in a sense I think that's the way of my answer is going. 
Clearly the Labour and Conservative parties are in many ways much 
closer together now than they have been for many years. 
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When the interviewer responds by asking if the councillor thinks that they are 'out of 
date', the councillor answers in the affirmative, and offers an account of the narrowing 
of the distance between the Labour and Conservative parties. This notion of party 
convergence is a common place: a seemingly uncontroversial, recurring 
characterisation of recent political history. As such it does not require justification here 
(Billig, 1987) but can simply be assumed - which is not to rule out the possibility of 
some, such as in the New Labour leadership for example, still wishing to question or 
qualify it and thus provoke a justification of what could previously be left unjustified. 
Its obviousness, as something which everyone knows, is here explicitly appealed to in 
the suggestion that it is 'clearly' the case. There is also a less overt common place 
present in this episode. This is signalled in the ease with which the decline in usage of 
left/right can be accounted for by reference to its declining c1assificatory power due to 
apparently objective changes in the party-political landscape. 
The events described in these accounts resemble those which in Chapter 2 were 
understood in terms of the emergence of consensus politics. There is a suggestion of 
the blurring of traditional political divides which accompanies the depolarisation of the 
political landscape, and a corresponding decline in the usefulness and usage of the 
vocabulary of 'left' and 'right'. Thus a particular history is deployed to explain the 
present moment of consensus. In the process, the interviewer's question itself is 
implied to be old fashioned {'those very words you've used are increasingly less used 
these days'}. Taken together, the interviewee's accounts appear to assume some 
correspondence between changes in the council and changes further afield. He implies 
that the decline in usage and usefulness ofleft/right in general is echoed in a similar 
decline in this particular local government context. 
Another Conservative councillor (C 17) - this time someone who has sat on the council 
for approximately 16 years - is asked whether he thought the Conservative Party had 
moved position. He firstly turns to deal with his own stance, claiming not to be 
conscious of being 'to the left or to the right or in the middle'. He then notes that other 
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council members (their party affiliation is left unspecified) 'certainly during the last five 
six years ten years sort of thing' , share a similar outlook to himself, in that 'they are 
not concerned about centre line left or right and they look on it for the best that can be 
done'. One can note in relation to the somewhat vague ending of 'best that can be 
done', that later in the interview the speaker specifies the ideal goal for the councillors 
as 'working for the common good'. Common places are again employed here, this time 
in the form of common sense values rather than a recent political history. The values of 
'the best that can be done' and 'working for the common good', which can be heard to 
be reasonable and commonsensically worth aspiring to, convey a positive evaluation of 
present political outlooks compared to those of the past. Against the grouping together 
of the alternative approaches ('centre line left and right'), such that they are presented 
as equivalent, the more recent values appear as transcendent and virtuous. 
It is because the speaker sees the planned cabinet system in the council (the emergence 
of which was discussed in in the previous chapter) as a step in the direction of 
instituting a collective concern with the common good, that he welcomes its 
establishment: 'then it will be seven councillors of mixed parties working for the 
common good which is what I've said is my theme in any case that's why I welcome 
it'. But even at the current time, before the setting up of the cabinet system, there is 
said to be less in the way of 'theatricals, of certain councillors slanging off employers 
and employers having a go at union officials over politics'. This he says 'doesn't 
happen now' and that with the general pattern of 'the left and right coming closer 
together' there is more potential for common 'agreement' and 'interest' regarding 
particular issues, which transcends party lines. This is as opposed to a situation 
involving' common agreement within the Conservative Party and against the Labour 
Party'. It is because of the greater common ground between the parties that he claims 
to be 'so keen on the development of. .. an executive working together'. At one point 
the speaker lauds the absence of an 'obvious political divide' in most of the committee 
and subcommittee meetings as a sign that the members of such meetings are putting 
local people before politics: 'And realistically that's to the good of the councillors on 
Picklewood Borough Council because it means that they're there to do what is best 
hopefully for people in the borough as opposed to making a party issue 
on ... something'. (It can be noted that, in contrast the description of the council 
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overall, there is no reference to the non-partisan situation within the committee and 
subcommittee meetings as having emerged recently.) 
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There is a general suggestion, then, of the speaker's personal alignment with the new 
approach of working together 'for the common good'. As distinct from the earlier 
extract, this narrative of change suggests that the present situation, in which people 
'look on it the best that can be done' for the area as a whole, is in the words of the 
speaker more desirable than a time when individuals were concerned with the 
particularistic agendas of 'centre line left and right'. In the process of signalling this 
political change he is also signalling a discursive change, for the labels 'left and right' 
are now associated with the category 'non-common good'. Again, it is worth 
emphasising that the speaker himself makes connections between wider political trends, 
and developments within the council. At one point he talks of the convergence of the 
national parties as ensuring that 'the left and right' are 'coming closer together': 'with 
the change in the Labour Party coming more to the centre of the left right domain .. .it is 
not easy for the public who have little or no interest in politics to see ... what differences 
between the two [i.e. between left and right]'. As already mentioned, this is seen as 
being reflected within the council, where there is more probability of consensus 
between the party groupings. The speaker draws on wider political history to help 
explain the significance and potential of change in the council. At the same time, 
developments within the council give concrete, practical expression to the wider, more 
abstract shifts. 
In topicalising political change in the council, the above account intersects with notions 
concerning the appropriate operational principle for local government institutions. If 
the council has become less politically divided, it is suggested that part of the reason 
for this being a good thing is that it accords with the image of the council as a body 
which, so to speak, puts the interests of the locality (what is 'best ... for people in the 
borough') before politics. But it remains the case that the speaker also seems to imply 
approval for wider changes in the status of 'left and right' - approval which is not 
justified in terms of advantages for local government. This appears when the 
interviewer follows the councillor's refusal to position himself on the 'left' or 'right' by 
asking him whether these categories 'still mean something' to him. In this instance the 
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councillor in fact interrupts the question with the words 'less and less', and when the 
interviewer acknowledges this response with 'Right okay', the councillor repeats his 
dismissal of 'less and less'. He thus appears to show some impatience with the topic 
and, most importantly, no signs of regret at this change in status (this pattern will be 
discussed more fully in Chapter 7). Furthermore, one can include as part of the same 
negative reaction to this distinction the above mentioned remark regarding the public's 
inability, following party convergence, to comprehend the difference between 'left' and 
'right' . 
In the extract below, taken from another interview with a Conservative councillor 
(C2), the recent centralisation of the council is described, and a clear approving stance 
is adopted concerning this change. Prior to the start of the extract, the interviewer and 
the councillor had been discussing the issue of relatively consistent or predictable 
divisions on the council when it comes to voting on certain issues. The councillor 
herself then provides a historical perspective on this matter. 
(1 ) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
C2: But it's not so bad now. This is what it were used to be like. It isn't 
so bad it isn t like that now. It used to be very left and rig ht but 
we've got rid of a lot of the right Conservatives and there's quite 
a few of the left Labour not there any more. (.) So we are more down 
the middle and quite often you'll find that we it will be cross party 
(.) discussions and that. (.) But there are certain old (0.2) older Labour 
people who will automatically vote against a Conservative proposal 
because it's Conservative .... and vice-versa (.) there are some 
Conservatives who don't think they ought to support a Labour idea 
either (.) but there're not so many now I mean you're going back ten 
years it was very much like that but it isn't so bad now (0.3) by a long way. 
A contrast is made between the polarised council of 'ten years' (lines 10-11) ago -
'which used to be very left and right' (line 2) - and the present one which is both 'more 
down the middle' (lines 4-5) and characterised by 'cross party discussions' (lines 5-6). 
The centralising tendency is said to have developed as a consequence of the council 
shedding the more partisan-minded councillors, rather than, as seen in the earlier 
episodes, as a result of individuals changing their political approach or views. The 
speaker leaves little doubt as to which council arrangement she prefers: the loss of the 
more dogmatic council members means, she says, that things are not 'so bad now (0.3) 
by a long way' (lines 11). In contrast to the last councillor (i.e. C 17), this speaker does 
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not implicitly invoke the appropriate form of conduct within a local government 
institution in order to justify the notion of the present council organisation being 
superior to the past form. Rather, in talking of 'people who automatically vote against 
a Conservative proposal because it's Conservative', she produces a criticism based on 
a universally applicable principle: contrasting the dogmatic and unthinking council 
members of the past with the open-mindedness (' cross party discussions') of the 
present council. 
In addition to descriptions of the depolarization of the political landscape, and changes 
in the status of the left/right distinction, some councillors focused more on changes in 
the general atmosphere of the council. A Conservative interviewee (C21) who had 
been a member of the council for around fifteen years referred to a decline in the 
climate of animosity between councillors of different parties. When he originally gained 
a seat he 'looked upon the Labour Party and the Liberal Party as more or less sort of 
enemies'. But now, he asserts, 'they're all jolly good mends of mine' and 'we're a lot 
more mendly than we were'. He then adds that 'we're not so far apart in our views'. It 
is as if, now that the distorting cloud of antagonism has disappeared, it is possible to 
clearly observe the essential relationship between the representatives of different 
parties as it has always actually existed. Later on he talks of there currently being less 
'party politics', and describes this change as 'a good thing'. 
It is possible to understand the stories of political change in these extracts as instances 
of a particular ideology of history: that which enables the rise of consensus politics in 
. '. 
the council and wider afield to be understood as a progressive development. In this 
sense the councillors' accounts can be compared to the talk looked at by Billig (1990) 
in his study of ordinary families discussing the British Royal Family. In that case it was 
demonstrated how individuals share different forms of 'historical consciousness' with 
which to make sense of the temporal development of the Royal Family and the nation-
two institutions whose histories are intimately tied up with each other. The different 
social representations of history provide for endless, circling opportunities for debate 
and evaluation of how the past condition of these institutions compares with their 
present condition, and also for envisioning how they might appear in the future. For 
example, the Royal Family can be seen as changing in line with the national decline of 
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traditional values and moral stature; or it can be seen as progressively reforming in 
accordance with wider societal modernisation such that its members might adopt a 
more informal demeanour and appear more ordinary. In providing fuel for debate, 
these conflicting themes were ideologically important for the way that they provided a 
pleasurable opportunity for taking an interest in the affairs of the extraordinary reigning 
family. Interviewees' participation in this activity would involve a continuous and 
unnoticed imagining and affirming of their position as a monarchical subject. In other 
words then, the different themes provided the conditions for ideology being realised 
through a form of seduction (Bauman, 1988). In addition, the common reference to 
change over time came together with an underlying implicit expectation or hope of 
continuity in the Royal Family'S position such that the national society of the future 
would be furnished with the same comforting and familiar orientation points. 
Likewise, we can think of the local government councillors as sharing a particular form 
of historical consciousness, or narrative understanding, pertaining both to the state of 
the council during the time that they have been a member of it, as well as to the state of 
play of the wider political scene. But in the case of each of the above speakers there 
was seen be just a single story of change produced celebrating current consensus 
politics compared to the dissensus politics of the past. This does not, however, rule out 
the possibility of these councillors producing alternative stories in other contexts. 
In some of the accounts given by other Conservative councillors one can detect stories 
of change which are tinged with regret. In such cases there is an added complexity to 
the accounts. In order to understand this complexity, one needs to acknowledge the 
significance of the fact that it is, most immediately, political change in a local 
government body which is described by these councillors. As already suggested, when 
such changes are being described particular representations of the appropriate conduct 
or purpose for local government can become relevant. Together with the value of a 
non-politicised local government, it is also possible to detect the existence of another, 
conflicting representation of the counciVlocal government which can be drawn on in 
the construction of accounts of change. In this case, the party-political dimension is 
valued more highly. The two opposing representations are underpinned by the inherent 
ambivalence in the official role oflocal government. It is both organised along national 
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party-political lines (with the corresponding sets of abstract political stances) yet it is 
also situated close to, and is directly concerned with the concrete interests of, a small-
scale locality and its population. This situation ensures the availability of a stock of 
dilemmatic themes when it comes to discussing the appropriate level of politicisation 
on the council. 
Party politics and local government: abstract and lived dilemmas 
The development of party politicisation in English local government has been described 
as taking the form of a 'steady long-term trend, beginning in the nineteenth century, 
spreading in this century first through the major cities and then, ifless evenly, to the 
shires' (Young, 1985; cited in Gyford et al., 1989). Gyford et al. (1989) attempt to 
identitY five different stages to this process, which is characterised by gradually . 
increasing rationalisation and uniformity. It is said to have begun in 1835 when the 
Municipal Corporations Act created a network of reformed councils and in so doing 
established the basic outlines of nineteenth- and twentieth-century local government. 
There existed from this time a relatively informal medley of administrative bodies and 
different parties (,Tories, Whigs, Conservatives, Liberals, Radicals, Chartists, 
Improvers and Economists', p. 7) offering different prescriptions in different towns. 
Jumping forward to the current era, one finds that the great majority of councils are 
formally organised along clear party-political lines, and are dominated by the three 
main English parties (i.e. Conservatives, Labour and the Liberal Democrats). In 
addition, there are becoming fewer and fewer councillors of independent political 
status. 
As party-politicisation gained a firm foothold in different areas and levels oflocal 
government, there would be, it could be argued, more occasion for debate as to the 
appropriateness of a party-political calculus to this administrative domain. The 
existence of such a debate is expressed in abstract form in the sections of textbooks on 
local government listing the pros and cons of such a calculus (e.g. Wilson and Game, 
1994). In addition, attitude surveys have been conducted to obtain a picture of popular 
feeling on this controversial issue. One such survey, which was conducted in 1985, 
found that a majority of the members of the public sampled (52%) indicated that they 
would prefer local councils to be run on non-partisan lines. r n comparison, only a third 
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(34%) indicated support for the idea that a party system was better (Widdicombe, 
1986; cited in Wilson and Game, 1994, p. 266). 
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There were a number of occasions in the present study when councillors demonstrated 
an awareness of the co-existence of these conflicting themes. In such cases the themes 
had to be managed such that they could both be presented as valid. One Conservative 
borough councillor (C I 0) was asked whether he saw the council as a 'political 
arena .... a politicised environment'. The councillor replied in the affirmative whilst 
simultaneously expressing a fear of over -politicisation: 'yeah it's probably too political 
in some ways'. The use of the word 'probably' implies that this is a debatable issue 
with conflicting arguments concerning the appropriate level of politicisation. When 
asked to explain this view ('why do you think it's too political?) the councillor 
proceeds to outline the dilemma in full: 
I don't know I have mixed views on this I think I mean I've heard the 
argument put forward by several times that local councils shouldn't be 
political it should be working for the community. Now I can see I can see that 
argument I can understand it but having said that having been involved in 
local politics only for the last three or four years but having had that 
experience my own view is that you do need the political aspect to be able to 
keep pressure on a group or a controlling group to be able to make sure that 
they continually justify themselves 
This extract can be said to be typical of these expressions of the dilemma in that, on 
one hand, the idea of a non-politicised local government tends to be presented, at the 
level of aspirations, as the ideal scenario (,shollldbe working for the community'). On 
. the other hand, the council is consistently presented as falling short of this ideal by the 
seeming practical unavoidability, or necessity, of politicisation ('you do need the 
political aspect to be able to keep pressure on a group'). The position of the latter as a 
compromise on the ideal is emphasised in the above passage by the 'but' - signalling 
some contrast with the preceding talk - following the initial statement of the ideal. The 
principle of non-politicisation is not being criticised; there is merely a presentation of 
an opposing common place. 
One Labour town councillor (L4), when asked whether she was aware of political 
divisions on the council, responds that 'we try not to be particularly political but you 
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can see it when it comes to time to vote or something ... you see the Labour hands go 
up for one thing and the Tory hands go up for another ... and that's how it is and how it 
will always be'. In addition to the presence of 'try', setting up for a conflict between 
aspirations and the reality or necessity of council practice, the expression of the 
aspiration is itself also marked by signs of such a dilemma between conflicting themes: 
the words 'particularly political' signal that some amount of politicisation is generally 
treated as inevitable. 
The final example involves a Conservative councillor (CS) who has been discussing 
how he got involved in local government. The interviewer attempts to sum up the basic 
message of his response so far by asking: 'So it almost wasn't anything particularly 
political in that way?'. The councillor in reply attempts to dismiss such a notion by 
outlining his preferred image oflocal government: 'No I mean I wish there weren't 
politics in local government but er'. The interviewer breaks in with the question, 'You 
think there's too much do you?', to which the councillor replies: 'Oh ah yes I think 
there is too much and there almost has to be unfortunately ... the way the system 
works'. Later in the interview, he returns from the inevitability of politicisation to his 
personal preference for a non-politicised council, this time as part of an attempt to 
claim a 'middle' position for himself 
as I said sort of earlier on I'd prefer it if there weren't politics in local 
government so we could have a consensus on how we can best serve the 
local population because that's what we're here for really. 
This pattern of account bears a strong resemblance to the form of accounting identified 
by Wetherell et al. (1987) in their study of the 'practical ideologies' which help 
maintain gender inequalities in employment opportunities. They describe how 
frequently a claim is made in support of the value of equal employment opportunities. 
Respondents affirm that such a situation ought to exist, and so identify themselves with 
a positive liberal stance. But as well as these statements of the ideal there could also be 
found within the same interviews a conflicting appeal to practical considerations, which 
served to rationalise the under-cutting of the ideal. Such considerations could include 
for example the supposed inevitable maternal urge to care for a child, or the allegedly 
justifiable wariness of employers considering whether to employ women who might 
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need to take time off to have a child. Such 'practical talk' thus ensures that the ideal 
remains an ideal, but at the same time personal identification with the ideal ensures that 
one can sustain a positive liberal - rather than a conservative - identity. 
Ambivalent stories of change 
Whilst the presence of these dilemmatic themes may be thought to be a relatively 
enduring feature of the talk of local government practitioners at different times since 
the rise of party-politicisation, the earlier stories of political change are more clearly 
specific to current times. One can note the presentation in three of the above episodes 
of a relatively specific time span within which changes are inferred to have taken place 
(e.g. 'ten years', C3; 'last five six years ten years sort of thing', C17; 'ten years', C2). 
There was also reference to the recent convergence of the main parties ('the Labour 
and Conservative parties are in many ways much closer together now than they have 
been for many years'). Such features discursively anchor these accounts in 
contemporary times. The councillors can be heard as describing specific recent 
historical events. 
By examining two instances in which Conservative councillors provide a more 
ambivalent account of political change, it will be illustrated how the conflicting themes 
just described can be flexibly and argumentatively deployed in relation to each other. 
They can enable different contrasts between the past and present to be established, 
which in turn allow for specific rhetorical effects in the present. In particular, it will be 
seen how the opposing appeals to the 'ideal' and 'practical considerations' can be 
continuously re-arranged for novel argumentative and evaluative effects. These 
examples provide a stronger sense of how narrative understandings of history routinely 
play a part in constituting the meaning of council life, as well as both the speaker's and 
others' identity within it. Later on it will be suggested that this on-going debate about 
the appropriateness of politicisation to local government cannot be entirely separated 
from a wider contemporary debate between politics and non-politics. 
We will consider firstly the talk of probably the oldest, and longest serving councillor 
(C7) on one of the town councils (he grew up in the 1930s and has been a councillor 
for - in his words - 'just over thirty years '). We can see that he also appears to share 
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the preference, shown in one of the earlier extracts (C17), for a council devoid of 
party-politics, in which supposedly independently-minded councillors would try to 
directly serve the best interests of the municipality. But the difference is that he sees 
this scenario as existing is the past, and regrets what he sees as its current replacement 
by a more party-politicised arrangement. In this sense there is inferred to have been a 
regression - rather than progression - over time. In this particular narrative, however, 
party-politicisation does not mean increased argument or animosity, as was the case 
when the earlier councillor (C21) associated 'party-politics' with an adversarial 
atmosphere, and contrasted it with more recent times when everyone is 'a lot more 
friendly' to each other. Rather, within this interview the issue is not the existence of 
antagonism - the latter is not mentioned. What is primarily at issue is the possibility of 
a free and open discussion. Party-politicisation is portrayed as leading to a situation in 
which 'proper' discussion is suppressed. It is in times of non-politicisation that 
discussion about local issues is said to thrive. 
During an interview which was itself conducted in the council chamber, the councillor 
(C7) notes how, in previous times, the twelve council members 'used to sit in this 
chamber and discuss things as twelve people from Torgate. Party politics only came 
into it in Torgate election time'. Later this is repeated: 'before I am very sure that we 
weren't talking about politics. We were talking about council problems in Torgate'. He 
emphasises that a diversity of opinions at this time ensured a proper discussion. Hence 
there is a favourable reference to the category of council members who did not 
represent any particular party. It is argued that, ideally, council members 'should 
be ... Independents' like 'in the old days' when 'there were lots of them' on local 
councils. He claims that 'up till about twenty years ago you could stand up as a 
Conservative ... and say your mind' and vote against the official party line. But in the 
present situation, councillors' conformity to a particular party line means that proper 
free consideration oflocal problems is hindered. A situation in which one political 
group has a big majority (at that time the speaker's political opponents in the form of 
the Labour members constituted such a party) means that this group can force items 
through the council with a minimum of discussion. At one point he puts forward his 
view that 'it is better to have a fairly balanced .. council so you can have a discussion'. 
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Adding to this problem is what he sees as the increasing amount of councillors who 
have been 'pushed' into joining the council merely in order to make the numbers of a 
party up. Consequently these people are not 'really interested' in council activity and 
tend not to contribute to the discussion - they instead passively vote in support of 
whatever the party line happens to be. Discussing the situation of each party, he notes 
that 'When it comes to election time you've gotta find fifteen seats ... The problem is 
that you might get eight nine people that are really interested. The other six or seven 
people are not they're just cannon fodder they're making the number up'. He claims 
that such people, or 'cannon fodder', undermine the principle that 'you do need people 
with different views to keep discussion going otherwise ... the big majority will just say 
"Oh that's okay" and vote for it'. A situation arises whereby, prior to the council 
meeting, 'the leader of the group tells them ... what we're gonna do and as soon as he 
proposes it and it gets seconded they all put their hands up'. Against this tendency is 
once again contrasted a situation in which everyone could independently and 
enthusiastically contribute to a discussion about the local area: 'you do need people 
that are really interested in the town fully not in the party and that's what bothers me'. 
Here, then, the councillor remembers the past in a way as to make distinct inferences 
about the present. Yet in so doing he does not only paint a broad picture of the past in 
terms of committed, independently-minded councillors discussing local issues. An 
important role is also played by the remembering of specific episodes. At one point the 
councillor fondly recalls a particular period in the council's history which illustrates his 
own part in the general resistance to party-politicisation. 
I ... ] for one spell I was chairman of the recreational and planning and that sort 
of thing. One of my colleagues was chairman of the housing and I was vice-
chairman and we both went against it many a time because we didn't you 
know he didn't like council houses he didn't want council houses but we got 
seven hundred in Torgate. But we were looking after the people in Torgate. 
He used to play party politics and we used to beat him. 
Despite the ambiguity regarding the identity of his fellow rebel councillor and of the 
person who they went against, the basic pattern of events is clear. Against the 
proponent of 'party politics', the speaker, together with his allies, was able to stand up 
for the interests of ' the people in Torgate'. 
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As part of the broad attempt to emphasise the image of the past as characterised by a 
non-political concern with the locality, the speaker also highlights another aspect of 
more recent party-politicisation. This relates to the importing of national political 
concerns into council debates, so threatening to obscure the focus on local issues. He 
associates this aspect with the earlier era of Thatcherism. He talks of how there was a 
'stage where ... we had a vote on condemning the Americans' bombing Libya'. He 
proceeds to concede some personal sympathy for this issue as a precursor to criticising 
it: 'Okay I'm against that sort of thing but there's you can join other organisations for 
that .... that was national politics'. In the present, however, in the age ofBlairism, the 
dangers of party-politicisation relate primarily to the suppression of discussion rather 
than to the invasion of 'national politics': 'It does bother me when people sit round this 
table and don't say a word. I mean you were here last night and how many people 
actually said very much?'. 
This councillor spends a considerable amount of the time in the interview adding to the 
criticism of the present by pointing out its failings as measured against traditional 
standards of propriety. In his view, the 'proper' standards are fast dying out. This is 
presented a~ symptomatic of the more general decline compared to a time when the 
council was full of individuals - like himself it is implied - who were thoroughly 
interested in local issues and respectful of the role of councillor. He complains, for 
example, of councillors who do not prepare properly before council meetings, only 
reading the minutes from the previous meeting once they have sat down in the council 
chamber. Another target of his dissatisfaction are those councillors who do not stand 
up when they speak. Such behaviour, he complains emphatically, 'gives the wrong 
impression'. The result of this, of course, is that he appears in a positive light as 
someone who dutifully tries to maintain these traditional values. It is not he who is out 
of date or behind the times, he might reply to potential rebuttals from his younger 
colleagues, it is they who have sloppily or absentmindedly let the standards slip. 
In sum then, although in this narrative the councillor shares the preference seen earlier 
for putting non-political service to the local area before party-politics, he in fact sees 
the council and its members as having gradually moved away from this ideal and thus 
also away from his own personal stance. 
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But this is not the only story given during the interview. It co-exists with a potentially 
conflicting description of change, an alternative explanation of why the past was 
preferable to the present. The councillor at one point slips into this alternative account 
by way of an argument for the necessity of individuals with different viewpoints who 
can fuel a healthy discussion. The councillor is responding to the interviewer's interest 
in the significance of the left/right distinction to understanding the workings of the 
council, and draws attention to the general value of a diversity of view points. 
Well they're always talking about the right-wingers and the left-wingers in their 
own parties but quite honestly you know I don't think it makes a lot of 
difference you always need somebody to keep er you know have a few words 
about something. If you agreed we do we wouldn't need councils if everybody 
agreed on a project just like that ( ... ) you know you've got to have a bad 
apple in the barrel or something you know the expressions are there. You've 
got to have somebody that will keep you on your toes and I think that's the 
problem with big majorities. 
What is uttered here is compatible with the previously advocated scenario of a non-
politicised aggregate of individuals dedicated to serving the local area. But when be 
proceeds to illustrate the need for people 'who will keep you on your toes', the 
emergent image of the council no longer resembles the non-politicised one of before. 
He now reminisces about a time - 1987 is given as the year - when the Conservatives 
'had the majority' and thus 'took control. .. for one period of three years'. It followed 
that 'a couple ofrightwingers' were able to have a number offar-reaching policies 
'pushed through'. Following the lead of the 'national government' which at the time 
was concerned with 'putting things out to tender', these outspoken individuals 'got rid 
of this they got rid of that and let somebody else do it'. For example, 'they got rid of 
the parks. We used to run our own parks. They got rid of that put it out to contract'. 
Hence, on this occasion we see a different memory of the past being used to comment 
on the present. The past now seems one in which party-politics and ideological 
commitments come before a non-political engagement with local issues. There is some 
ambivalence here which expresses the basic circularity of the councillor's argument as 
a whole. As noted, the present is said to suffer from excessive party-politicisation, 
whereas in the past there was a healthy discussion by individuals committed to the local 
area. As part of the work oflauding this past he mentions - when asked about 'left' 
and 'right' - the need for dissenting voices, voices which become endangered in a 
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situation like that currently existing, characterised by big majorities. The reference to 
such a need leads not to mention of individuals serving the local area but to mention of 
the two party ideologues underpinned by a party majority, in seeming contradiction of 
the earlier criticism of the present. Before, party-politics is presented as a source of a 
suppression of discussion and a general hindrance to efforts to serve the local area. But 
now there are some traces of sympathy for it as a dynamic, partisan force for change, 
ensuring the presence of 'people who will keep you on your toes'. Firm unilateral 
action - now seeming to come before discussion - allows controversial policies to be 
pushed through. In other words then, an instance of party-politicisation ends up being 
incorporated into a criticism of present party-politicisation. 
But on the other hand, and working somewhat to manage any potential contradiction, 
the councillor simultaneously dissociates himself from the transformative activity 
described. He employs a neutral voice for describing the events, helping to infer a role 
for himself as merely a spectator. It is just the two 'rightwingers' who are presented as 
agents, despite the fact that the speaker was a fellow member of the same political 
grouping. (This contrasts with the recalled snippet of council history discussed above. 
In that instance, he illustrates the general ethos of non- or anti- politicisation with 
reference to his own active contribution to prioritising the value of 'looking after the 
people of Torgate'). The distancing might also be said to allow for a particular 
negative inference. This involves the two 'rightwingers' as lone extremists who are 
able to give relatively free reign to their ideological whims. Therefore, illustrating the 
case for 'bad apples in the barrel' who will ensure discussion, can throw up an example 
of the antithesis of discussion. Arguably, the ambivalent speaking position concerning 
the story of the two 'rightwingers' is consistent with the fact that across the interview 
as a whole it is the nostalgia for a non-politicised serving of the local community which 
is the most salient story of change. It is only with the brief reference to the activities of 
the 'couple of rightwingers' that the value of party-politicisation appears in a slightly 
more favourable light. In the process it is implied that this sort of thing no longer 
happens in the present - it is its current rarity that makes its past occurrence worth 
remembering. 
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A second example of an ambivalent story of change 
In the next interview to be discussed, regret for the town council becoming 
increasingly politicised co-exists with regret at the passing of a situation whereby 
party-political groupings could force through particular controversial policies. The 
council being discussed, and so also the Conservative interviewee (C14) who sits on it, 
this time are situated in a different area of England. The Conservative group used to be 
in control of the council, but now it is the Liberal Democrats who hold power. 
Referring to the time when the Conservatives first gained a majority of seats at the 
start of the 1980s, the councillor begins by briefly acknowledging the argument for the 
exclusion of politics from local government, but then proceeds to put it in question. 
It used to be Labour and Liberals or rate payers and between the two. And we 
came along I don't know about politics people say they want to keep politics 
out of local govemment but erm what I noticed before ... was that here there're 
a lot of people with ideas but no one could make up their minds which ones to 
push forward so nothing got done. And when you got a Conservative group 
there they worked out some ideas or picked up some ideas that they push 
forward as a group. So actually it enabled more to be done and you got more 
ideas coming through .... hiteresting enough it's fallen back and .... you're in a 
stage where you've got people with some ideas but great difficulty in getting 
enough numbers to get an idea to go forward. So Horway Town Council for 
the last four years you've had no new ideas at all. 
Whilst previously there was a political grouping willing 'push forward' new and 
controversial policies, now this type of politics has 'fallen back' with the result that 
there has been a deficit of 'new ideas'. This account appears despite the fact that on a 
number of occasions elsewhere in the interview the councillor asserts that he puts 
'people' and the local area 'before politics', and that he does not 'put politics first'. He 
notes at one point that 'if there's something that needs doing for Horway I'll do it 'an I 
won't worry about the politics of it'. He complains ofa wider trend whereby this 
hierarchy of values is being inverted through more people joining the council who put 
politics before a concern with the local area. Such people 'haven't been involved in the 
community so much and they're coming out more with a political ideal than with a 
community ideal'. This type of approach, he claims, 'is not why I entered politics. It is 
because you're getting a different group of people now involving themselves you're 
not getting the ones who are really into the community you're getting those who with 
the spare time you're getting the retired's a lot and they tend to be fairly strongly one 
way or another'. In this case it is politics as an end which is being disapproved of, in 
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comparison with a concern for the welfare of 'the community'. Earlier, when he was 
seen to identifY with politics, it is politics reduced to a means - something which 
'enables more to be done' for the community. One might predict that this position 
could be made more explicit if he were to be criticised for having an inappropriate 
sympathy for a political calculus. He could claim that politics for him is merely a means 
(as opposed to an 'ideal'), which is necessary to help further the 'community ideal'. 
Subsequently, he slips back into a conflicting vision of the past - not as non-politicised 
but as involving a strong party-political dimension: 'Horway when I came to it it was 
for me people first politics second but that political grouping I knew would help get 
things done and we got a hell of a lot done'. He goes on to mention pedestrianisation 
of the town centre, and a new leisure centre as examples of the memorable 
achievements. This he claims would never have happened if the current controlling 
group had been in power because 'they wouldn't have made up their mind'. But 'when 
you had a group that went in there and with some ideas they actually were able to push 
them through because you know they knew what they wanted to do'. Politicisation, it 
is implied, allows the community to be served better than would be the case in a 
council which did not possess strong and committed political groupings. 
It is notable in this last section that when it comes to foregrounding the virtues of 
politicisation, the speaker effectively downgrades his aspiration of non-politicisation by 
limiting it to a particular period in the past: 'Horway when I came to it it was for me 
people first politics second'. This is despite the fact that on other occasions he presents 
this value as one which applies as much in the present as in the past. This historicising 
move, in other words, facilitates the management of the conflicting themes. 
For this councillor, then, the reminiscing involves a glorification of a time when his 
group were in power - a time which is portrayed as dynamic and productive thanks to 
using politics as a means. This account provides for criticism of his political opponents 
who presently fill the executive role. In this interview, the notion of party-politicisation 
is given more positive and frequent airing compared to the accounts of the previous 
councillor. He is more ready to personally identifY with the politicised past, although 
still qualifying this by consistently exhibiting a principled commitment to the 
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'community'. But it is the alternative, regretful story of increased politicisation which 
really enables a self-presentation in tenns of a defender of a non-political 'community 
ideal'. 
Labour councillors 
Some accounts produced by Labour councillors wiU now be considered. A less 
judgmental description of change can be noted to start with. One interviewee (L8) 
suggests that the left/right distinction does still possess some utility when it comes to 
differentiating between the Labour and Conservative parties in general. In this sense he 
diverges from the very first Conservative account CC3) considered above. The Labour 
councillor claims that, at the present time, 'left' and 'right' captures a division which is 
'fundamental', it being 'about materialism versus social objectives ... greed versus you 
know'. When, however, it comes to the topic of the internal organisation of the Labour 
group on the council, the story of political depolarisation and the resulting descriptive 
impotence of the left/right distinction, re-emerges. Whereas 'in the past', the speaker 
explains, there could be identified a left/right divide, 'within the Labour group it 
doesn't exist at the moment'. It is this situation which is provided as an explanation for 
an earlier claim by the councillor that the left/right distinction 'is not useful for me'. 
Another Labour representative CL 19) provides an account of change involving a more 
positive evaluation of the present in relation to the past. Once again it is a change in 
atmosphere which is topicalised. He reports more 'co-operation' and 'give and take' 
between the two main party groupings in recent years, and a decrease in 'banter 
between the parties'. The tenn 'banter' can suggest both a playfulness and also a 
conflictual element. In the present context it can provide for a contrast with the more 
serious, mature and productive relationship between the parties conveyed by the image 
of 'co-operation' and 'give and take'. Thus, the speaker can be viewed as presenting 
the exchanges of previous years in a less positive light compared to those of recent 
times. In this way, we see that the same positive portrayal of a change towards 
consensus politics found in Conservative accounts reoccurs in a Labour councillor's 
claims. Later on examples will be given to show that Labour councillors talk 
approvingly not only of a change to a more consensual atmosphere, but also of the 
gradual decline in descriptive power of the left/right distinction. 
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We will now turn to consider some Labour accounts which portray the development of 
consensus politics (i.e. party convergence together with decline in overt disagreement) 
in negative, rather than positive, terms. They demonstrate a form of nostalgia for the 
more antagonistic party-politicised past, but a nostalgia which this time does not co-
exist with a contradictory regret for the passing of a non-politicised concern for the 
local community. In other words, the ambivalence present in the stories of change 
provided by the last two Conservative councillors (C7 and C14) looked at, is absent. In 
fact none of the interviews with Labour councillors featured the contradictory accounts 
of change which were discussed above. 
One Labour councillor (L 18) firstly observes that the left/right distinction 'is 
disappearing very quickly now'. Associated with this is the fact that 'everybody ends 
up the same'. Expanding this complaint about the increasing homogenization of the 
council, he suggests 'the problem is that at the moment things are tending to go down 
one route and there is no room for individuals'. As the parties converge, so 'left' and 
'right' disappear. This is in contrast to the earlier Labour councillor who claimed that it 
was just 'within the Labour group' that left/right 'doesn't exist at the moment'. These 
two extracts also differ in that Ll8, with no prompting from the interviewer, provides a 
complaint to accompany the description of change. In the case of earlier Labour 
councillor (L8) there is no such complaint, something which can signal a tacit approval 
of the change, in contrast to the clear indication of regression. 
The interviewer later returns to the suggestion that 'left' and 'right' are disappearing, 
by asking for the councillor's evaluation of this development ('So you think they're 
sort of disappearing. Is that a good thing?'). In response the councillor argues against 
the change being a 'good thing': 'personally I think it's a bad thing because sometimes 
you need to have the person who niggles or disrupts and doesn't tow the party or the 
public line'. The councillor thus draws on the same idea seen earlier in the talk of the 
Conservative councillors (C7) who spoke of the need for 'a bad apple in the barrel', 
'somebody that will keep you on your toes'. But in the case of the Labour councillor 
such individuality is associated exclusively with the notion of adversarial party-politics, 
with no mention of non-politicised interest in the local area. In the same way, the claim 
that 'everybody ends up the same' relates to the convergence of the parties rather than 
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the dominance of a particular party group and conformity with the party line by 
'cannon fodder' _ In sum, loss of party-politicisation in this case means less diversity of 
opinions rather than more. 
Elsewhere in this interview another theme which we have encountered earlier on 
reappears. in the form of a justification for distinct particularistic political groupings 
which can force through controversial policies in the face of opposition. Expressing 
opposition to the power sharing arrangement associated with the hung council, he 
argues that this set -up is problematic because it prevents a situation whereby politics is 
'out in the. open' and there are clear opposing stances on display which the public can 
then judge. He contrasts its tendency to inhibit firm political decisions with the time 
when, in the previous arrangement, the controlling Labour group was able to force 
through the - then controversial - policy of pedestrianising the centre of the town: 
'That would never have been done in a hung council because we as a Labour group 
forced it through against the votes from the Conservatives and Liberals'. Ideally then, 
rather than a situation where 'you always fudge' there should be distinct political 
positions 'out in the open so people can make a decision and then you're either right or 
you're wrong'. 
In this extract there is no ambivalence. There is just a clear regret concerning the 
convergence of the parties and the demise of political divides. The speaker does not 
suggest the desirability of an aggregate of individuals who put free and open discussion 
of local issues before party politics. At one point the interviewer asks him for his 
reaction to the claim that having a hung council offers the chance of 'serving the local 
community better'. In response the councillor explicitly rejects this idea ('My own 
view is that it doesn't make it any better'), using the example of the pushing through of 
pedestrianisation to suggest instead that it is open party-politicisation which best serves 
the community - precisely the form of politics which is threatened by the hung council. 
Another example of a Labour councillor (L22) who provides a single regretful story of 
political change can be given. In this case it is again the atmosphere of the council 
which has changed. The criticism of the present is here accomplished by employing a 
metaphor which suggests that currently something is missing from the council; that it is 
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suffering from some notable deprivation. She says that 'it seems oflate that the teeth 
have gone'. When asked to explain what she means, she suggests that 'people aren't 
sort of biting you know what I mean it seems if the bite's taken out of them'. 'Now', 
she says, 'it seems to be all getting middle way everything like Mr Blair you know'. 
This situation is then contrasted with the past - the period of the poll tax is mentioned -
characterised by a 'divide' which was clearly observable 'if you sat there' in the 
council, and by 'colourful characters' who 'did say things'. Now, therefore, there is an 
absence of a conflictual or argumentative spirit based on clear political divides. It was 
in the context of the party-politicised atmosphere that the 'colourful' individuals of the 
past are to be understood. In the course of criticising the current state of the council 
and associating it with Blairite preferences, she is at the same time criticising, and 
distancing herself from, her own party leadership. 
Summary 
The above discussion suggests that, as far as the shift from the adversarial politics of 
the past to the non-adversarial politics of the present is concerned, there exist two 
conflicting evaluations. Either as a progressive movement such that the present is to be 
welcomed; or as a movement which results in the present being deprived of some 
valuable feature which characterised the past. Although neither notion of change was 
restricted to councillors of one particular party, it was only in some Labour accounts 
that there was to be found solely a suggestion of regret at the demise of party-political 
antagonism. 
It is possible to outline an important paradoxical effect of the overall pattern of 
accounts. Firstly, we see that some Conservative speakers portray an era of Labour 
government and post-ideological politics as more advanced and desirable than the era 
when the Conservatives. themselves where in power (locally as well as nationally). And, 
secondly, at a time when Labour are in power some Labour councillors nostalgically 
look back to the time of Conservative government when they were excluded from 
power. 
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Invoking historical progress against 'left' and 'right' 
This section of the chapter will attempt to build particularly on the earlier consideration 
of the stories of progressive change from adversarial to non-adversarial politics. It will 
seek to outline another way in which speakers invoke progress. In particular, they can 
be seen to invoke a specific notion of historical movement and change such that history 
itself can be presented as making the positive judgement about the present in relation 
to the past. In this way, we can view this evaluation as being objectivised. 
Rather than the question of how the council has changed, the theme will now be solely 
one of how wider society has changed or is in the process of changing or modernising -
and particularly how this change affects the status of the left/right distinction. In the 
following examples, the rhetorical concern is more one ofjustitying 'leaving behind' 
the categories of left and right, or criticising them, rather than merely describing 
change in positive terms. It is within this justificatory context that an appeal to 
history's verdict can be efficacious. Building on the earlier picture of historical 
consciousness, speakers will be seen to perceive themselves as being situated within 
the meaningful and dynamic unfolding of history. 
A Labour borough councillor (L9), who also works as a university lecturer in social 
policy, will be discussed to start with. Before the tape recorder had begun, she had 
already expressed her dislike of the vocabulary of 'right' and 'left'. Once the tape has 
started recording the interviewer asks her to restate what she had said: 
(2) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
I: 
L9: 
I: 
L9: 
I: 
L9: 
I: 
L9: 
What were you saying before you found it annoying when people 
used left and right in 
Well I think in academic terms erm when students (.) write an essay 
this is just academ- and they write erm the leflwing says this and the 
rightwing erm his viewpoint is this and I find that sloppy work because 
it's not a real sort of erm it's it's not a contemporary division 
Mm 
it's it's it's artificial categories (.) and most sort of political parties will 
fall in between 
Mm 
those two artificial 
Mm 
categories 
«Nineteen lines of transcript omitted» 
L9: I have a problem when in academic circles students write sloppily it 
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15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
I: 
L9: 
I: 
L9: 
I: 
L9: 
means that they've not read (.) the literature basically= 
=Right 
and (0.2) the debate's moved on 
Yeah 
it it you know you can't categorise people 'cause you can say on one 
hand er people are leftwing on a particular issue (.) but they might be 
quite libertarian (.) in in other respects so 
Yeah (.) sure 
you cut across categories in many in many ways. 
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The councillor begins by explaining why she objects to her students using the terms 
'Ieftwing' and 'rightwing' when they write essays. In her view this constitutes 'sloppy 
work' (line 5) because left/right is 'not a contemporary division' (line 6). She thus 
criticises these terms, portraying them as remnants of a past era which are unsuitable 
for the changed world. The appeal to the need to adjust in accordance with a changed 
world is expressed more directly later on when she dismisses the use of such 
vocabulary by asserting that 'the debate's moved on' (line 17). Arguably, it is being 
implied here that anyone considering the current state of ' the debate' can conclude that 
history has judged and discarded the categories of 'left' and 'right'. There is only one 
'debate' - 'the debate' - which has moved on, something which helps suggest the 
existence of an over-arching consensus on the matter of the outdatedness ofleftlright. 
There is an inference that 'we', whether as a nation or as inhabitants of the Western 
world, have 'gone beyond' or transcended thinking in left/right terms. If a new phase in 
the history of ideas has been reached then a universal verdict has been given - history 
has 'moved on'. As compared with the description of something as merely changing, 
saying that something has 'moved on' has a distinctly optimistic note - a sense of 
forward movement, of not remaining trapped in the past (as in the general idiomatic 
formulation. 'You've got to move on'). There appears to be no option but to embrace 
the historical change in 'the debate', to accept the new historical realities. To refuse 
this would be to threaten to hold back progress. 
A similar formulation to 'the debate's moved on' appears in an interview with a 
Conservative councillor (CID). This time the interviewer has asked if the councillor 
could describe a 'sort of archetypal left approach and archetypal right approach'. After 
initially indicating differences 'in terms of economics' and in the area of 'defence', he 
notes that 'things have moved on so that what you might have seen as the key 
differences probably don't exist anymore which is because Labour has reinvented itself 
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as much less of a socialist party'. In this case it is more clearly political arrangements 
as a whole which have positively developed and evolved rather than the assumptions of 
political debate. 
In the context of the rhetorical justification for leaving behind left/right, it seems that 
the debate moving on is part of a meaningful, unidirectional progressive movement. 
There are other features in the extract which contribute to, and help affirm, the 
evolutionary frame (i. e. that there is a progressive logic to the change rather than their 
being just a neutral process of becoming). In contrast to the claim that left/right was 
not a 'contemporary division', one of the criticisms of the left/right distinction does not 
specifically refer to the present historical context. Thus, at certain points in the episode 
just discussed, the councillor can be seen to criticise left/right for being 'artificial 
categories' (lines 8 and 11). This more timeless criticism strengthens the suggestion of 
the transcendence of 'left' and 'right' as a being good thing, as resulting in a genuinely 
improved state of affairs. Like in any process of evolution, that which has been left in 
the past is implied to be inherently more flawed than that which comes after. One can 
suggest that this invocation of a narrative of progress to a large extent relies on 
particular widespread common sense notions of historical change. This includes the 
understanding of time in terms of continual progression (Benjamin, 1973): the habitual 
inclination, or bias, towards optimistically making 'later' synonymous with 'better'. 
Despite a few hiccups, in general, one might want to emphasise, 'we' are continuously 
'moving on', becoming more advanced. In such an account, technological, social and 
political progress may be condensed into a single 'path' of progress. 
Another example ofa narrative of progress being invoked against 'left' and 'right' will 
now be discussed. When asked about the future of the left/right distinction a Labour 
councillor (L1) firstly criticises it by suggesting that he had never thought it 
represented 'a helpful way of describing the parties' and that 'If you tried to describe 
the Democrats and the Republicans in America as left and right it just doesn't work'. 
Then, without any prompting from the interviewer, the councillor goes on to elaborate 
his viewpoint: 'And I think left and right in politics is becoming more and more 
meaningless as the years go by'. This comment builds on his initial statements in order 
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to constitute an exhortation to leave left/right to the past. Although it is implied that 
'left' and 'right' once might have carried some meaning, it is suggested that they are 
becoming increasingly irrelevant. However, the 'more and more' suggests that it is not 
just in recent years that such terms have become meaningless: rather, the suggestion is 
of an intensification of what was already a basic fault. This statement is rhetorically 
interesting because of its impossibility as a description: if something is already 
meaningless it would seem impossible for there to be any more meaninglessness. In this 
way the speaker can be heard as making a strong condemnation of the left/right 
distinction through an implicit appeal to history's negative verdict. The fact that there 
is no expression of regret that this change in status is taking place adds to the sense of 
the councillor himself treating it as a positive development or good thing. 
As with the previous episode, the construction of this account is notable for the 
suggestion of a general and deep historical tendency. This is in contrast to the accounts 
considered in the earlier section of analysis, with their limited time period of, for 
instance, approximately ten years. In the last two episodes there is no discrete time 
frame provided. Especially in the case of the Labour speaker (L I) just looked it is 
more a long-term pattern rather than a recent demise which is suggested. The 
advantages of this suggestion can be appreciated when one considers that if it was 
relatively recently and within a short space of time that left/right had experienced a 
decline, it would be easier to imagine the possibility of some reversal, and of perhaps 
seeing the change as little more than a temporary hiccup. 
The councillor next proceeds to give evidence in support of the idea that the distinction 
no longer accords with the new political realities: 'You used to be able to say that the 
left believed in public ownership the right believed in private ownership ... the right 
believed in armed forces the left felt it should be done by negotiated means. The left 
believed in community policing the right believed in flog' em and hang' em '. The 
interviewer then cuts in to invite the councillor to make explicit what can be heard as 
being implicit: 'So things have changed now that's what you're saying? They can't 
discriminate in that way?'. The interviewer here uses the evolutionary phrase, an 
occurrence which to some extent accounts for the councillor's response in which he 
infers an objectivised process of change, possessing its own natural, irresistible 
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dynamic: 'It's very much breaking down'. It is noteworthy, however, that this response 
acts as a qualification of the question: he doesn't affirm the interviewer's proposal that 
'left' and 'right' are completely unable to discriminate, but, through employing the 
present tense, suggests only that there is a continuing and incomplete process of 
decline. This form thus avoids having to make a claim for the complete descriptive 
impotence ofleft and right. Such a claim would be easy to contradict, for example by 
questioning whether some of his just mentioned examples of traditional opposing 
stances on certain issues may not still have some relevance. The argument for 
transcendence can gain strength from conceding some residual validity of left/right 
while still confirming the broad historical trend towards change. In sum, then, in this 
account there is again a sense of historical change guaranteeing that political life, as 
well as society as a whole, is steadily becoming more advanced. 
It is revealing to compare this episode with that considered earlier featuring the Labour 
councillor (LI8) who mentions that 'everybody ends up the same' with the 
disappearance of 'left' and 'right' ('I think probably that distinction is disappearing 
very quickly now'). In the latter there also appears to be a suggestion of a historical 
process whereby the left/right distinction is presently breaking down. But there are 
some differences which can be explained by the fact that it does not form part of a 
rhetorical exhortation to leave behind left/right, and is instead associated with a story 
of regret. Firstly, by prefacing the statement with 'I think' the observation is presented 
as a subjective one - something which does not apply to any of the instances when a 
narrative of progress is being invoked. The epistemological firmness of the description 
is also undermined by the hedging in the form of 'probably'. The claim that 'It's very 
much breaking down', is clearly devoid of hedging of this type. Secondly, the earlier 
speaker provides a specific temporal context for the 'disappearing' ('now'). In this way 
he could be seen as forfeiting an opportunity to suggest a deep and long-term historical 
tendency, and thus provide a more robust justification for leaving behind 'left' and 
'right' 
Below is a final example of this form of appeal to historical and political progress. As 
will be discussed later in more detail, it is produced to help warrant an earlier attempt 
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by the speaker to avoid describing his views as 'rightwing' when invited to do so by 
the interviewer. 
(2) [C3 = Conservative borough councillor] 
1 C3: The term rightwing and leftwing does become I think (.) those terms 
2 do become (.) very hard to use with meaning. They're clearly terms of 
3 political rhetoric. (.) Errrn they're clearly terms that can be used in in 
4 vigorous debate. They're terms which perhaps had a more coherent 
5 intellectual force at a time (.) perhaps when the Conservative Party 
6 of the pre-Second World War era was so different from the 
7 Conservative Party of now. Err the era of pre-nationalisation 
8 for instance. But (0.2) how far they .... really usefully describe very much 
9 I'm not sure I mean (.) they're a bit like the word nice aren't they? you 
10 know many things are nice but nice in what way you've to say. 
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Because, it is implied, 'left' and 'right' have not themselves changed in line with wider 
historical shifts, their descriptive utility is said to be decreasing relative to the past. 
Thus it is said that such terms 'do become (.) very hard to use with meaning' (line 2), 
and that 'They're terms which perhaps had a more coherent intellectual force at a time 
(.) perhaps when the Conservative Party of the pre-Second World War era was so 
different from the Conservative Party of now' (lines 4-7). The talk of historical change 
in the status 'rightwing' and 'leftwing' is combined with a more timeless criticism of 
these categories as 'terms of political rhetoric' (lines 2-3) and as suitable for use in 
'vigorous debate' (line 4). This criticism rests on a notion of the realm of 'hot' dispute, 
with which the speaker associates the terms, as inferior to the realm of gentle co-
operation for example. The talk of the inherent weakness of 'left' and 'right', 
contributes to the overall impression of the historical developments representing a 
progressive movement, a sign of political advancement; 'left' and 'right' have been left 
behind by history in the course of the latter's irresistible forward march. 
The above episode provides a good example of the strategy of suggesting a long-term 
period of change. This is the same Conservative councillor who, in the first episode 
discussed at the beginning of this chapter, provided a time-span of ten years in his 
description of change ('I could have used those terms with more sense ten years ago'). 
In that case the context of the speaker's remarks was not so much one of justifYing the 
abandonment of 'left' and 'right'. But when such a justificatory orientation is present, 
the idea of a long period of change (stretching back to 'the pre-Second World War 
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era') can enhance the impression of a deeper, more irreversible, long term historical 
trend. 
Political history: theoretical and lay accounts 
160 
There appears to be some correspondence between the optimistic lay stories of 
political change, and a range of theoretical attempts to rhetorically celebrate the good 
non-ideological present in relation to the bad ideological past. It is reasonable to 
suppose that in any putative period of political transition there is likely to be a 
profusion of such evaluative political histories developing out of, and giving meaning 
to, such a transition. The specific notions of time and understandings of history 
associated with these accounts exist within conditions of symbolic and political 
struggle, and, in this capacity, can be said to permeate and structure lay reasoning 
processes (Osborne, 1999). And vice versa: one would expect the theories to draw on 
the lay accounts. Thus, versions of such political histories were shown above to have 
become second nature, and to join other histories which are routinely used to portray, 
for example, current council arrangements, as well as a speaker's own self in relation 
to others, in different ways. As was mentioned in the introductory chapter, the theme 
of progress is central to end-of-ideology theories' claims for integrity. It is the 
argument for the steady historical progress of the social order that allows a politics 
which seeks to undermine the value of ideological conflict to be packaged as radical 
rather than reactionary. More generally, an appeal to progress forms a basis for the 
establishment of a new political-economic settlement which positions the main parties 
in a conflict that is about how to accommodate to the Thatcherite legacy (Clarke and 
Newman, 1997). The rise of managerialism discussed earlier, with its accompanying 
evangelical language of modernisation, can similarly be associated with this new 
settlement. 
The first useful point of reference for a theoretical account of political progress is 
Fukuyama's (1992) claim for liberal democracy constituting 'the end point of 
mankind's ideological evolution' (p. xi). The past utility of the grand ideological 
systems is said to have been superseded through all the big political questions having 
been seltled and the consolidation ofliberal democracy's position as the final reigning 
political framework As the possibility of envisaging a credible alternative to this 
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situation is denied, it is claimed the political scene need consist merely of piecemeal 
adjustments and small scale conflicts within the principles ofliberal democracy. 
Because this arrangement is at the end-point of an 'ideological evolution', it is implied 
that this doing away with ideological politics is a good thing, making way for an 
inherently superior state of affairs. Gradually and irresistibly, better and better 
ideological scenarios come to take the place of their less adequate competitors. 
In the context of the second wave of end-of-ideology claims, Fukuyama's work has 
obvious similarities with Lyotard's (1984) classic statement of the postmodern 
condition of knowledge. Here it is suggested that the grand narratives of modernity, 
with have had hitherto legitimated scientific endeavour and political action, give way to 
the free-play of a multitude of different language games, in which legitimation is locally 
produced and negotiated. The possible new issues of power associated with this 
development are not explored: instead, there is a valorising of a new questioning and 
creative ethos, in which 'invention' is supposed to be born of a fragmentary 
atmosphere of 'general agonistics' (p. 10) and 'dissension' (p. xxv). The traditional 
rigid and repressive frameworks of knowledge are to be infused with 'the disalienating 
excitement of the new and the "unknown" ... as well as of adventure, the refusal of 
conformity, and the heterogenities of desire' (Jameson, 1984, p. xx). 
The Third Way very much shares the same elements of vanguard ism and optimism as 
the postmodern theories of, for example, Lyotard and Rorty. Expressions of the notion 
of progress beyond a time of ideological politics are scatterred across speeches by 
Tony Blair. On one occasion for instance Blair (cited in Guardian 28/2/2000) suggests 
that the Labour Party 'must remain the party of progress, of the future', and that it 
must 'always move forward, not be hidebound by doctrine or dogma'. Elsewhere he 
claims that 'This is the age not of dogma or stale ideology but of practical change' 
(Blair, 1997, p. I). This is a new 'age', things have moved on, 'we' must realistically 
recognise and adapt to the changed conditions. But he does not say that this is not the 
age of ideology: what is outdated is 'dogma and stale ideology'. In other words, the 
notion of inherently unattractive qualities of 'ideology' are fitted together with 
reference to the novelty of the current societal context, to help implicitly evoke a 
powerful narrative of progress and historical transcendence. 
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An additional observation can be made regarding councillors' claims for society having 
progressed beyond the left/right classificatory scheme (e.g. the Conservative 
councillor's - C3 - argument that while 'Ieftwing' and 'rightwing' had some descriptive 
force in the pre-Second World War era', this force had now been lost). Such claims 
clearly resemble arguments developed in the academic domain, as exemplified in 
Giddens (1994) work for example. He states that while 'the differentiation between ... 
[left and right] ... had some cogency throughout the long phase of the development of 
modem institutions marked by simple modernization', in the 'conditions of developed 
reflexivity which exist today, there is no such clear divide' (p. 49). One might be 
tempted to reformulate this passage: for' developed' times, suitably developed, or 
advanced, non-political concepts are required, rather than the 'simple' and 
undeveloped political ones of the past. 
When it comes to comes to celebrating the absence of adversarial politics featuring 
opposing particularisms, Gray (1993) appears to make an important contribution. He 
talks of abandoning the 'fundamentalist positions in the major parties' in favour ofa 
'new consensus' which could facilitate' civilised public, political discourse about the 
agenda and limits of governmental intervention in society and the economy' (p. 122). 
Consensual politics is thus represented as civilised politics while, by implication, 
ideological politics is uncivilised. 
It is often noted that the value of progress is continuously reiterated in Third WaylNew 
Labour discourse through a rhetoric of modernisation. Modernisation is presented both 
as something which is happening continuously and automatically in the global order 
('we are becoming more modern/post-modem'), and something which has to be 
achieved or encouraged in order that the more general process of global modernisation 
can be adapted to. Thus, for example, 'the nation' is presented as both already 
modernised (thus necessitating the invention of a modernised politics) and as needing 
to be encouraged to modernise in line with the global transformations (Finlayson, 
1998). The notion of modernisation enables the reduction of the whole political scene 
to a neat binary opposition between the 'new' pioneers ofmodemisation, who are 
willing to make' hard choices' and embrace progressive change, and the' old' voices of 
anti-modernisation, which can include elements from both Conservative and Labour 
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parties. Through this process of opposition and exclusion, the unity and power of the 
Third Way can be enhanced. The above analysis oflay stories of political change 
suggests how this distinction between 'old' and 'new' might draw sustenance from the 
practical field of common sense. At this level one can detect the same impatience with 
the traditional c1assificatory apparatus of politics; the same ease in obeying the 
temptation or urge to 'move on', and in imagining a context of historical evolution 
which must be submitted to. Again, there is both the suggestion of modernisation 
happening automatically, and as something which has to be achieved, or encouraged. 
The politics of left and right is 'very much breaking down', but at the same time that 
doesn't mean we can just sit back and let history take its natural course: we are 
exhorted to aid this process, as ifit cannot be taken-for-granted. Furthermore, rather 
than just a transition from past to present, it is the present-future which is being 
adjusted to: there are no further political changes visible on the horizon. The accounts 
have provided insights into the workings of different types of historical consciousness -
different ways of understanding the relation of the past to the present; how 'we' got to 
where 'we' are; the sense of pessimism or hope associated with this movement; the 
possibility of alternative directions; and the question of how different the future will be 
from this new present. 
Rather than Lyotard's picture of a diverse selection oflittle, competing narratives, the 
shared practical accounting of the interviewees, which transcend party divisions, allows 
one to talk ofa single grand narrative of progress from 'old' politics to 'new'. Of 
relevance here is Osborne's (1995; cited in Eagleton, 1996, p. 34) comment that 'the 
narrative of the death of metanarrative is itself grander than most of the narratives it 
would consign to oblivion'. Certainly the above stories of change suggest that this big 
story of the progressive transcendence of ideological politics - or of progress beyond 
the narratives of progress - has become a potent force in society. In the process, the 
possibility of a variety different time scales and conceptions of change have been 
condensed into, or suppressed in favour of, a single notion oflinear progression. But 
of course alongside the councillors' stories of progress there are opposing accounts, 
given by some Labour councillors, which intimate a vision of change as signalling a 
loss. Thus we are faced with evidence for a distinct political divide - which cuts across 
the formal inter-party divides - based on a conflict between different preferences 
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regarding the desirable forms of political conduct. It is a conflict between two different 
understandings of political progress. 
Clearly the accounts of progress discussed in the second section above have a wider 
scope than merely the political situation within the council. What has advanced or 
become more modem in the former is, most obviously, the terms of political debate 
within society as a whole. 
It has been argued that in the process of celebrating the present, through telling 
common sense stories of historical progress, councillors exhibit their own positioning 
as ideological subjects within the post-ideological, consensual present. Their discourse 
helps justify current political arrangements by placing the latter at the end of a history 
conceptualised in terms of linear progression. In so doing, the self is being portrayed in 
a particular way: rather than being a detached and neutral commentator many of the 
councillors are suggesting - either explicitly or implicitly - that their personal 
sympathies lie with the new politics 'beyond left and right'. Hence they are rhetorically 
affiliating themselves with the more advanced present. (Others, especially Labour 
representatives, in contrast associate themselves with a critique of Blairism). But one 
can go further by suggesting that if, as argued, the production of stories of progress 
demonstrate an ideological link to the present, one might expect there to be other, 
equally far reaching and spontaneous ways in which the speakers demonstrate a link to 
the present non-adversarial political conditions. In this case, we could expect the latter 
to be reflected and reproduced in the fine details of practice. Moreover,there is a need 
to explore further the positioning of self which is involved in the stories of change. 
----- - - ----- -----------------------
Change and Continuity 
CHAPTER 7 
CHANGE AND CONTINUITY 
165 
In this chapter the aim will be to develop the discussion of councillors' accounts of 
political change by exploring their connection with speakers' own self-positioning. The 
theme of time and history will again be central - but it will be argued that during a 
period of political transformation it is not just the theme of change which will be salient 
but also that of historical continuity. This is partly bound up with the process whereby 
the new order becomes properly enhabited (Bourdieu, 1990; Billig, 1995) and thus 
consolidated. 
Some mention has already been made of the councillors' own preferences, such as their 
support for the ascendance of non-adversarial politics and the decline of the categories 
of 'left' and 'right'. The first part of the discussion in the present chapter will follow 
from this by outlining a fundamental argumentative pattern which recurs throughout 
the interview talk. This feature will come to form a central grounding point for the 
argument of the thesis as a whole. In the earlier extracts, it was seen that stories of 
progress were used to warrant the exhortation to reject 'left' and 'right'. Thus current 
political arrangements were supported through being presented as progressive. The 
first section will focus on other ways in which Conservative and Labour councillors 
help maintain consensus politics. Some of these methods are justified, others of which 
are not and instead resemble unnoticed and habitual acts of judgement. It will be 
suggested that current arrangements require for their sustenance both the repetition of 
particular political histories, as well as certain individual preferences regarding the 
description of self and others. 
The preference for non-partisanship 
On many occasions speakers directly denied for themselves a position on the' left' or 
'righ·t', at the same time warranting this denial by claiming an alternative stance for 
themselves. The same Labour councillor who was seen earlier to contrast the past 
inter-party 'banter' with the present climate of 'give and take' (L9), elsewhere in the 
interview claimed to be 'neither left nor right', instead describing himself as a 'person 
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with an opinion and with his own opinion'. As he goes on to assert, however, the 
'opinion~ is distinguished from rigid preconceptions: '1 look at things in the light of 
how 1 see them and I express a view on how I see'. Thus it is inferred that he is 
unconstrained by prior conceptual frameworks shared with others: his views are based 
on an empirical and independent evaluation of the facts. Later he nonetheless affirms 
the usefulness of the left/right distinction in principle, arguing that 'if you don't have an 
opposite view that you have to consider then you know you become so sure that you 
are right and that no one else is that you can lose contact with the ordinary person's 
point of view'. Expanding this positive appraisal, he claims that 'sometimes some of 
the things that either left or right put forward to me might seem quite reasonable'. He 
then uses this general support of , left' and 'right' to justify his own personal refusal to 
position himself in support of either side: 'And that's why I maintain more of a central 
ground as opposed to having the blinkers on and saying well everything that the right 
say is wrong and everything the left is wrong'. 
In the earlier discussion of the dilemmatic themes regarding the appropriateness of a 
party-political calculus to local government, it was illustrated how the ideal of a non-
politicised council could be usefully deployed within a celebration of the decline of 
adversarial politics. We can briefly return to some of the councillors referred to in the 
last chapter in order to show how they use an appeal to the apolitical specificity of 
local government to deny a position for themselves on the 'left' or 'right'. When one of 
these councillors (CI4) was asked whether he would accept the term 'left' to describe 
his political position in general - i.e. not specifically within the Conservative Party - he 
invokes the non-politicised ideal: 'No .. .I'm I'm just one of the broad church people 
who cares for the community and looks at it in a certain way and try to deal with it'. In 
this sentence, in which the speaker puts particular emphasis on the second 'I'm', he 
introduces the goal of serving the 'the community' (here representing the common 
good) as something which supersedes any partisan affiliation. 'Caring for the 
community' is itself a common-place that, in this context, requires no justification. 
Similarly, 'broad church people' counters any suggestion of his political vision being 
narrow and exclusive. In contrast to other moments, where the speaker equivocates 
between the conflicting notions oflocal government, at this particular point there is an 
unequivocal personal identification with the notion of a non-politicised serving of the 
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community. A similar pattern of question and response can be seen in the case of the 
other Conservative councillor (C7) who, across the interview as a whole, also 
displayed ambivalence concerning the propriety of a politicised local government. In 
response to being asked if he would place himself on the left/right spectrum he denies 
such a possibility: 'No I work on the premise that I'm working for Torgate rather than 
any political party'. Here, it is not just a left/right position which he is dissociating 
himself from,. but also affi1iation with a 'political party'. It is noteworthy that he 
associates the former with the latter. 
One Conservative councillor (C2) was seen in the last chapter to talk approvingly of 
the evolution of a council which was 'more down the middle'. Elsewhere in the 
interview she rejects an invitation to identify herself as on the 'left' or 'right' by 
claiming ignorance when it comes to her position on the left/right spectrum: 'I don't 
know where I am'. When the interviewer asks her to confirm this claim ('You don't 
know where you are at all?'), the councillor does so and provides an explanation which 
refers to her own, flexible, pragmatic approach, the virtuousness of which none would 
want to dispute: 'No because I flow I go as I feel it's best for the area'. Shifting now 
to another interview with a Labour councillor (L6), we see that the speaker in this case 
firstly responds to the question of whether 'that division left and right' meant anything 
to him, by identifYing himself merely with the non-partisan interests of the locality: 'I'm 
a Torgate Nottinghamshire based politician'. One final councillor (Ll) stands out 
slightly from those surveyed above. The topic is not so much whether he would 
position himself on the 'left' or 'right', but whether he finds the terms of such a 
distinction a useful way of viewing the world. Having already asserted that he did not 
'see things easily in terms ofleft and right', he proceeds to add a statement which 
appeals to the specificity oflocal government: 'certainly not as far as local 
government's concerned'. Thus local government is announced as a domain which is 
especially unlikely to possess features which might invite description in terms of 
left/right. This statement is particularly interesting for the way that it enables him to 
avoid an outright rejection ofleft/right. Just as earlier we saw an appeal to historical 
time in order to provide a qualified rejection ofleft/right ('it's very much breaking 
down'), so now we see the distinguishing of a particular space of activity to enable a 
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similar effect. Thus, in addition to what is effectively a claim that left/right are not valid 
'now', it can also be suggested that they are not valid 'here'. 
In all these cases the refusal of a position on the left/right is warranted through a claim 
for an alternative position. But on other occasions there are signs of resistance to a 
self-description in terms ofleft/right yet without such a specific justification being 
given. Moreover, at times when the topic of description is other individuals, the 
categories of , left' and 'right' are treated as having pejorative connotations. Attention 
will firstly be given to the Conservative councillor (C3) who was asked whether he 
would generally categorise other council members, from either party, as being on the 
'left' or 'right'. 
(1 ) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
C3: I would have use- I think I could have used those words more with 
more sense ten years ago. Both in terms of individual people 
councillors and in terms of attitudes. But I can think of I can 
think of one particular «laughs» member of the of the controlling 
Labour group you know whom I you know I I like as an individual I 
mean we get along as er individuals fine. But when er er his 
rhetoric in previous years you would have distinctively called left. 
While pointing out this change in the Labour councillor's 'rhetoric' (line 7), the 
speaker seems concerned to downplay the possibility of the remark being taken as 
inferring conflict between himself and this individual. He prefaces the remark with a 
suggestion that they 'get along as er individuals fine' (line 6) and that he 'likes' him 'as 
an individual' (line 5). This suggests both that labelling someone as 'left' carries with it 
an element of criticism, or 'disliking', and that he is concerned to qualify such a 
relation of criticism. Having mentioned his liking for the individual, he claims that it is 
the person's 'rhetoric' which could have been called 'left' - as if this is distinct from 
the individual. In addition, the act of specifying that it was in 'previous years' that his 
'rhetoric' could have been called 'left', contributes to the downplaying of the possible 
inference of criticism. 
One important sign of councillors' resistance to left/right was indirectness when 
responding to invitations t6 associate themselves with either of these categories. This is 
illustrated in the following episode featuring the same Conservative councillor (C3). 
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(2) 
1 I: 
2 
3 C3: 
4 
5 I: 
6 C3: 
7 
8 
Would you um (.) would you ever see yourself in terms of 
left and light (.) if someone was I' put that to you? 
Again thaI's a question a question which is open to more than one 
answer 
Right 
and a first part of the answer is (0.2) those very words you've used 
are increasingly less used these days it seems to me whereas they were 
used quite strongly in the past. 
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The speaker begins by discounting the possibility of one simple answer. When he does 
provide 'the first part of the answer', it involves commenting on the general status of 
the left/right terminology - in terms of frequency of usage - rather than his own relation 
to it. Further examples of such indirectness, and resistance more generally, will be 
discussed below. 
On some occasions during the interviews one could also witness very strong displays 
of discomfort in reaction to the topicalisation of the left/right distinction. In extract (3) 
the interviewer's question follows a claim by the councillor that he joined the Labour 
Party because its policies seemed the most attractive to him. 
(3) 
1 I: 
2 
3 
4 L6: 
5 
6 I: 
7 L6: 
8 
9 
10 
Would you say that those policies (.) in in those times ... but 
particularly those times (.) could be talked about in terms of left and 
light? Was [that did you ever [think about it in those [ways 
[nQ [nQ no no [no 
no no (0.4) er (1.0) I I don't now 
Okay 
but er er (.) I live in the real world (0.2) and and being among them I 
know there's left (.) there's left and light. (0.8) It's hard for me who's 
been always (.) down the middle (0.2) to er (0.2) to er to an- to 
answer that. 
After the first part of the interviewer's question, the councillor interrupts with an 
repeated emphatic negative response (lines 4-5). He then provides what sounds like a 
regretful acknowledgement of the 'real world' (line 7) beset by 'left and right'. In 
opposition to this actual state of affairs, there is implied to be his own more ideal 
outlook 'down the middle' (line 9). The gulf between these two realms is emphasised 
when he claims that his personal outlook makes it difficult for him even to answer the 
question about the position of Labour policies in relation to 'left' and 'right' (lines 8-
10). Seeming to be almost lost for words allows for the inference of the unusual nature 
of this line of thought for him. 
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The talk of this councillor appeared to be especially orientated to the potential negative 
and condemnatory connotations ofa vocabulary of 'left' and 'right'. At one stage, for 
example, he has just reluctantly responded to a question about the meaning of these 
terms by naming two politicians ('Mr Skinner' and 'Wedgie Benn') who could be 
considered on the 'left'. When the interviewer begins to ask the councillor what it is 
about these individuals which invites a 'left' label, the councillor interrupts to explicitly 
discount any notion of a critical intention: 'I'm not as I say I'm not I'm not being 
critical it'sjust that the characters and the upbringing of those two particular people'. 
Across the corpus of interviews, the shows of discomfort surrounding the topic of the 
left/right distinction could, at their most extreme, take the form of straight refusals to 
answer the question. It should also be acknowledged that it need not even be necessary 
for a question to be asked relating to the left/right distinction, in order for a treatment 
of it as problematic to be exhibited. As was observed in the case of the university 
lecturer (1.9) in the last chapter, at the mere mention of the left/right distinction as a 
topic for the forthcoming interview, before the tape recorder had been started, she had 
begun to express a disliking for the vocabulary of 'left' and 'right'. 
The above observations can serve as a tentative introduction to what, in the following 
pages, will be shown to be a rhetorical preference for a declaration of non-partisanship 
for oneself. It also points towards a more general avoidance of descriptions (such as 
'left' and 'right') which ascribe to someone or something a particularistic political 
position, or at least a treating of such descriptions as problematic. This occurs even 
though national and local political life continues to be organised on partisan lines. The 
practical implications of this seemingly contradictory situation will be explored 
specifically in Chapter 8. 
At the heart of the subsequent arguments of the thesis is the idea that such 'anti-
partisanship' can, in a complex fashion, be linked with the strongly prescriptive aspect 
of the Third Way agenda noted earlier. Both can be seen as different reflections of the 
same ideological climate. As already noted, in order that the Third Way can maintain 
the seemingly paradoxical 'politics without adversaries', the traditional 'adversaries' 
(e.g. 'left' and 'right') must be packaged together as the 'adversaries' of the Third 
Way. We can here extend the previous comments on the functionality for the Third 
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Way of the grand narrative of progress and modernisation, which reduces the political 
scene to 'old' and 'new'. The apparent Third Way evocation of political harmony and 
inclusiveness depends on exclusion; the apparent aspiration to incorporate the political 
other thrQugh talk of constructing an all-encompassing consensus, co-exists with an 
effort to define a political enemy in the shape of particularistic agendas, or sectarian 
loyalties. A politics of confrontation forms the basis of a politics of non-confrontation. 
This then, like the managerialism which was seen to present itself as value free and to 
deny its own status as a particular political choice, points to the role of the Third Way 
as a distinct politics of non-politics. It represents a determined effort at the 
transcendence of the era of competing political ends, and defines this type of 
ideological politics as an enemy. 
The Third Way, and corresponding aspects of the councillors' discursive preferences, 
both belong to a time of the ideological convergence of the political scene. This 
involves a diminishing of principled divides, with party-political competition coming to 
resemble a struggle between alternative manipulators of the same supposedly 
integrated system in line with a commonly accepted set of system goals. In such a 
situation, the vocabulary of left and right becomes the focus of a intensified attack, 
whether from inside academia or from sources outside it. In this regard the case of the 
United States has been put forward as a possible illustration of how these processes 
could develop: 
In the United States, where a. close approximation to an all-capitalist 
system has long existed, the terms Right and Left retain a limited 
currency in academic literature, but have virtually no purchase in public 
or popular discourse. This is not a foible of American cultural tradition, 
but an accurate reflection of the minimal difference, and sporadic 
interchangeabilility, between the country's two parties. (Anderson, 
1998a, p. 81) 
In practice the interviewees' anti-partisanship tends to involve a more complex 
operation than the simple question-response form shown above, in which a political 
position is rejected in favour of a non-political one. Often the accomplishment of non-
partisanship requires that contrary ideological themes and rhetorical concerns be 
carefully accommodated to and negotiated. As already suggested in the earlier 
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discussion of stories of historical and political change, in a time of political transition 
one can expect the co-occurrence of older and more recent - or receding and resurgent 
- common sense themes and evaluations which mark out the shape ofthe transition. 
Included amongst the ways of managing these themes is the appeal to distinctions in 
time and in space. 
In attempting to argue that anti-partisanship takes on a special significance in the 
current historical conjuncture, it is also being suggested that the debate between the 
different representations of the council is also framed by this conjuncture. Arguably, 
the image of the council as non-politicised will become especially salient as a resource 
for council members to support their own non-partisanship. 
Anti-partisanship and liberalism 
It is worth giving more consideration to the matter of historicising the councillors' 
preferences for non-partisanship. Certainly, the argument is not simply that such 
preferences first came into existence with the arrival of recent end-of-ideology 
theories. As will be argued in a moment, some form of resistance to partisan categories 
would necessarily have predated this period. Moreover, it needs to be emphasised that 
the historicising move of ideological analysis involves a heterogeneous mass of 
interpretative observations, of which the more straightforward resistance to 'left' and 
'right' seen above forms just one among many others. These others include for 
instance the complex negotiation of dilemmatic themes, the discursive manoeuvrings 
around the topic of party-political identification, and descriptions of historical changes. 
The aim is to provide for an imagining of the dynamic interconnectedness of such 
elements at a particular historical moment. This implies that the interpretative outcome 
will add up to be more than the sum of the discrete, empirical parts - and thus also that 
the analyst needs to engage in some interpretative risk -taking. 
Still, it is useful to dwell for a while on the simple case of a councillor resisting a 
position on the 'left' or 'right'. To claim that the Third Way/end-of-ideology theory 
has in some way contributed to the shaping of common sense preferences, is, it can be 
suggested, to presuppose that there would have already been some congruent common 
sense 'ground' on which it could operate and also to some extent refashion. Arguably, 
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this 'ground' consists of routine practices involving resistance to partisanship. The 
operation of the theoretical prescriptions can be conceived in terms of contributing to 
the (over)development of some pre-given elements over others. The object of analysis 
thus becomes the special ideological significance which has recently been taken on by 
part of tjIe historical stock of common sense resources. 
The more lasting forms of preference for non-partisanship can be approached by 
reference to the theme ofliberal common sense. Since the Enlightenment, popular 
imagination and intuition has been informed by a set of evaluative classifications 
regarding different styles ofthought and the origin of ideas. In particular, the type of 
thought which is seen to flow from a person's relatively rigid preconceptions and 
biases has been consistently denigrated, and a rational and open consideration of the 
facts of the matter at hand has been consistently well regarded. One very clear symbol 
of this historical strand of common sense is the pejorative connotations of the notion of 
'prejudice' (Billig et al., 1988; Billig, 1991). To be described as prejudiced is to be 
described as someone who speaks from particular unreasoned or unjustified ideas, and 
thus also as someone who is inherently irrational. The non-prejudiced on the other 
hand develop their thoughts via a reasoned, empirical engagement with the world. One 
illustration of the prevalence of such evaluative habits comes from studies of racist 
language. Apart from overtly disclaiming any prejudice, racist speakers will apparently 
try to forestall any attribution of irrationality to their criticisms of, for example, 
members of a particular ethnic group, by showing a willingness to rationally justifY 
their remarks (Billig, 1991). 
Another way of understanding these popular 'prejudices' concerning thought and 
rationality is in terms of the negative 'person-in-the-street' view of ideological 
thinking: 'To claim in ordinary conversation that someone is speaking ideologically is 
surely to hold that they are judging a particular issue through some rigid framework of 
preconceived ideas that distorts their understanding' (Eagleton, 1991, p. 3). This 
conception, then, ensures that ideological thinking will often be projected away from 
oneself and onto others. An issue at the heart of these popular assumptions is the 
liberal glorification of open-mindedness as one of the q·ualities - along with for instance 
tolerance, moderation and love for freedom - which characterise all 'decent' people. 
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But, as Eagleton (1991) ironically points out, identifYing instances of such open-
mindedness is a notoriously slippery matter: 'His thought is red-neck, yours is 
doctrinal, and mine is deliciously supple' (p. 4). 
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It is possible to speculate on a culturally specific dimension to such patterns of thought 
once they are related particularly to the theme of an empiricist mode of thought. As 
was noted in Chapter 2, the latter involves the preference for appeals to the practical, 
to concrete instances, to immediate experience and to common sense. The empirical 
cast of mind has been described as an a kind of 'English ideology': something which 
'faithfully transcribes the fragmented, incomplete character of the English 
bourgeoisie's historical experience' (Anderson, 1964, p. 40). This view points us back 
to the earlier comments about the social psychology of close-focusing, of individual 
consciousness being shackled to a succession of isolated facts in the present with the 
effect of supporting the fragmentation of the social world and the immobilisation of 
political action. Others have preferred to take a less dismissive view, understanding 
English empiricism, not so much as an ideology but as 'an intellectual idiom, which for 
various historical reasons has become a national habit' (Thompson, 1978, p. 63) and 
which can serve both progressive and conservative ends. On the other hand, in Marx's 
view, as expressed in The Poverty of Philosophy (cited in Hall et al., 1978), English 
empiricism could be understood in terms of Utilitarian ideas having become sedimented 
into everyday social practice and habits of thought. 
Hall et al. (1978) claim to have identified an empiricist style of thought being expressed 
in letters, dealing with the contentious issue of 'mugging', written to the editors of 
national and local newspapers. In this case, 'One of the most forceful arguments ... was 
the privileged appeal which ordinary folk made to everyday personal experience, the 
reference to concrete instances' (p. 151). Hall et al. note the implicit status of such 
arguments as being opposed to the point of view of experts who, drawing on more 
abstract theoretical knowledge, threaten to blur the particularised points of view of the 
'man or woman in the street'. What counts in this ordinary person's outlook is 
'primary experience, unmediated by theory, reflection, argument, etc.' (p. 152) It is 
intellectuals or theoreticians who are thought to crudely ignore the problems of 'real' 
life and those who actually experience them at first hand. At the same time, such 
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impatience with theory is not restricted to those who stand outside intellectual culture, 
but rather also pervades 'English philosophy, epistemology and psychology' (p. 152). 
Erecting common sense liberalism and empiricism into an ideology 
It is not too hard to see how these different observations can have some explanatory 
leverage on the resistance to partisanship - whether identification with 'left' or 'right', 
or party - which the councillors demonstrated. For such categories might also carry 
with them connotations ofirrationaIity: they risk inferring the individual's talk or 
opinions to be inherently interested; that he/she speaks from a particular, 'narrow' 
position, or from a partial or 'one-sided' perspective, rather than in the light ofan 
empirical consideration of the facts. Speakers may sense that they could be heard as 
admitting to rigid, categorical, and even extremist, thinking as opposed to open-
minded moderation. The tendency, observed earlier, to demonstrate an unfettered, 
flexible empiricism can successfully forestall such a hearing. 
Eagleton (1991) observes that it is precisely the person-in-the-street understanding of 
ideological thinking which was developed into a coherent theory of its own by the end-
of-ideology theorists of the 1950s and early 1960s. In that instance, as has already been 
described, such conceptualisations of ideology served a historically specific purpose 
within the context of the Cold War. By portraying exclusively the Soviet Union and its 
satellite states as the ideological regime par excellence, in contrast to the 'free' and 
empirically minded Western world, it helped secure the position of anti-communist 
ideology. Arguably, one theoretically developed variety ofliberalism, including 
recommendations for political empiricism, helped to construct a particular ideological 
project on the ground of everyday liberal, empiricist predilections. It sought to assert 
the above common sense opposition between 'ideological' thinking and free, empirical 
thinking in an unusually concerted and systematic manner. It is perhaps the case that, in 
the words of Thompson (1978), it represented an attempt 'to erect empiricism into an 
ideology' (p. 63). 
In recent contributions made to end-of-ideology theory by Rorty (1990), a strong bid 
to engage with liberal common sense is submitted in the form of persistent claims for 
the inappropriateness of theoretical reflection for political conduct. Apparently, all that 
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is required in democratic political life is (via pragmatism and contingently held beliefs) 
tolerant and free (or 'light-minded'; Rorty, 1990, p. 293) deliberation between 
individuals. 'Successful accommodation' (p. 286) between such individuals is seen as 
the only necessary authority for social policy; 'liberal democracy can get along without 
philosophical presuppositions' (p. 283). We need aim only for whatever reflective 
equilibrium is possible, a strategy which discounts the need for any 'predestined outline 
for argument to take' (p. 293). As Burrows (1990) observes, this position leads to a 
situation whereby the envisaged pragmatic political actor seems to resemble 'the urban, 
sceptical person in a liberal society who simply asserts things like: "Everything is 
relative (contingent)', ... "I believe what 1 believe until something better comes along", 
"I choose my values - the state only interferes", "Those who try to force ideology 
down our throats are trying to show that they know what is best for us", and "I just do 
what works, they get into ideology/politics'" (p. 327). In this way, the inability of 
Rorty, despite claims for ideological neutrality, to escape the implicit theory-Iadeness 
of all understandings of politics, is highlighted. (Rorty's recommendations are likely to 
leave one vulnerable to the dominant common sense of a given time, both through 
encouraging the systematic disattending to one's own ideological presuppositions, and 
through demonising the main means - i.e. theory - which, especially through its 
usefulness in criticising social wholes, can problematise such presuppositions.) 
As mentioned earlier, the Third Way can also be said to exist within, and feed off, a 
tradition of liberal theorising (in the eyes of one author it represents 'another 
reorganisation of..new liberal building blocks'; Vincent, 1998, p. 57), including giving 
a particular expression to the traditional liberal attraction towards the middle ground in 
politics. At a time of decline of public discussion about political ends, the Third Way 
may too be conceptualised as helping everyday practical anti-partisanship associated 
with liberal common sense tendencies, to serve novel historical purposes. 
But for all the above points about the historicising move of analysis, in the interview 
data in the next section it is councillors themselves who can be seen to introduce a 
potential historical context for their talk. And it is these speakers' own personal 
relation to such a context which has to be negotiated by them. 
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Negotiating political change and historical consistency 
It has been already been observed that often the position which a councillor claims for 
himlher self appears to resonate with the political situation which has been described 
by the same speaker as having recently come to exist in the council or within society 
more generally. For example, a speaker's personal opinion about the worth oftbe 
left/right distinction, including her refusal to characterise her own position in such 
terms, may resonate with the broader judgement which history itself is said to have 
shown through its progressive movement. Or the development of a climate of 'give and 
take' in the council can appear congruent with one's own flexible, unblinkered position 
in the 'centre ground'. This apparent mirroring of the alleged objective events and 
personal self-positioning might be said to throw up a dilemma requiring practical 
negotiation and management. 
On the one hand there is the possibility of narratives of transformation being heard to 
suggest that speakers' own political positions have changed. In other words, that their 
own, seemingly progressive, non-partisan stance is a recent development conforming 
with wider shifts in, for instance, the status of the left/right distinction. But this 
narrative of self might seem to bring with it some rather undesirable implications: it 
might infer a critique of one's past ideological self as contrasted with the present non-
ideological self. It could also imply that one's position is merely the product of the 
times, a passive expression, or symptom, of an ephemeral political fashion. This leaves 
the speaker open to appearing to lack core, unchanging, values. 
This dilemma, it will be suggested, accounts for a concern by councillors to narratively 
reconcile the theme of wider politicallsocietal change with a presentation of their own 
position as having remained consistent over time. At times there appears to be a 
rhetorical defence against the notion of having been pulled along by the political tide. 
Aside from this concern, there is the more general point to be made regarding the 
common sense preference (such as for non-partisanship) which informs one's 
description of self - in particular one's political position or identity. We have begun to 
consider evidence that, at the same time as partisanship remains the objective condition 
for political life, non-partisanship may be claimed by interviewees as a matter of 
unthinking habit. And that this may manifest itself in the form of small, virtually 
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unnoticed, discursive events. As such, it appears to reflect historically inculcated 
c1assificatory schemes. But in that case it is probable that expressions of anti-
partisanship would not be marked in any way as belonging to a particular moment in 
history. It would just happen, as if it has always happened. 
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The analytic interest then, as well as concerning the conflict between actual 
partisanship and apparent non-partisanship, also concerns the conflict between themes 
of historical consistency and change. At times this second conflict will be seen to be 
visible in the form of equivocation within interviews. On other occasions it is smoothly 
reconciled. The historical recency of the transcendence of a politics ofleft and right is 
both noticed and - in the case the councillor's own expressed outlook - put aside. In 
the latter case, we can speak of post -partisan politics becoming settled into being 'for 
all time'. In general, the analyst's goal ought, on one hand, to involve deconstructing 
the rhetorical separation between narration of self and narration of wider societal 
change. This includes demonstrating why ideology manifests itself through the 
combined presence of talk of historical progress and historical consistency of self, and 
so also why the existence of one presupposes the existence of the other. But, at the 
same time, there is value in highlighting how councillors, as well as the interviewer, 
wrestle with, and at times themselves help deconstruct, the relation between self and 
historical change. 
Change and continuity: from equivocation to reconciliation 
To begin with we will consider the different forms of account produced by one of the 
Conservative town councillors (C2) already encountered in the previous chapter. In 
every interview councillors were asked which, if any, national newspapers they tended 
to read. Before the start of the sequence below the councillor reveals that she 
personally reads the Daily Mail, although her household also has delivered the Daily 
Telegraph and The Times. The interviewer then proceeds to focus the discussion on 
the Daily Mail. 
(4) 
1 
2 
3 
I: 
C2: 
Yeah yeah would you call the Mail a right wing paper? (0.5) would 
you never see it just see it as a Conservative paper? 
Some of the ideas in there I disagree with I don't really know where 
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4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I don't honestly know whether I'm right or left to be honest. 
No [sure ) you just [don1') think about it in that way [you just ) get 
[Uum ) [it) [no I don't I 
[on with it basically yeah ) 
[I don't (.) I don't )1 I have (0.3) I suppose I could go along to 
all three parties and and pluck ideas from all of them (0.3) but some 
of them might be right and some of them might be left you just (0.2) 
they just you know (0.3) I'm not all for one or all for another and I 
think quite a few people have said to me= 
=That you're more to one than to the others? 
Yeah quite a few people have said to me that sometimes they would 
listen to me they would think I was Labour. 
(0.5) 
Yeah 
Uum (0.3) now whether that's a good thing or a bad thing I don't know 
but I do know I've got my own= 
=Does that mean you might be changing (.) in a way? just because the 
way you said it 
I do I do think that Blair has come up with some good ideas. 
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One feature of this episode which is pivotal for the analysis is the sentence on lines 14-
IS ('Yeah quite a few people have said to me that that sometimes they would listen to 
me they would think I was Labour'). This follows the councillor's claim for flexibility, 
whereby she can 'pluck ideas' (line 9) from all the parties, and she is 'not all for one or 
all for another' (lines 11). This claim is, in turn, preceded by an assertion of ignorance 
regarding her own position ('I don't honestly know whether I'm right or left to be 
honest', line 4). The following discussion will focus on what can be viewed as the 
ambiguity of the claim on lines 14-15. 
The reference to what 'quite a few people' have said to her acts as support for her 
alleged flexibility - it can demonstrate just how unconstrained she is by a particular 
party label (i.e. Conservative) in the search for ideas. This interpretation is supported 
by the fact that - shown especially by the use oflinking word 'and' - she initially 
attempts to make this point about being perceived as a Labour representative as a 
continuation of the same sentence claiming flexibility: 'and 1 think quite a few people 
have said to me' (lines 11-12). It thus appears to be produced as an immediate warrant 
for her not being anchored exclusively in anyone political camp. The vague description 
of 'quite a few people' seems to suggest a consensus involving a significant number of 
people - enough to warrant taking seriously what they have said (cr. Edwards and 
Potter, 1992). The plausibility of what such people have said to her is also 
Change and Continuity 180 
strengthened by the fact that such people are left anonymous, and can thus appear as 
non-partisan observers. 
Both the claim on lines 14-15, and the preceding passage (lines 8-12) which introduces 
the idea of an absence of a particularistic, 'one-sided' stance, are not provided with a 
particular time frame. In lines 14-15 for instance we are not told when people had 
conveyed their views to her, as, for example, in the imagined line 'quite a few people 
have said to me recently ... .'. The political flexibility therefore, including the associated 
appearance 'sometimes' of being Labour, could seem to have always existed. An 
additional note should also be made of the fact that it is both the partisanship 
represented by left/right and the partisanship represented by party which is resisted 
here. The speaker herself seems to treat them as related, as when she spontaneously 
switches from claiming insufficient knowledge vis-a-vis her position on the 'left or 
right' to denying being restricted to 'plucking ideas' from one single party. 
One might reasonably expect that in order for a Conservative councillor to infer even 
occasional affiliation with Labour Party views, some special rhetorical work would be 
required. For otherwise it may appear as an unsustainable contradiction of her official 
role as Conservative Party representative. In this episode such a danger is neutralised 
by the act of dispelling any notion of a purposeful or planned repositioning. In pointing 
to others' ('quite a few people') observations about her utterances, in claiming not to 
know 'whether that's a good thing or a bad thing' (line 18), and in merely reporting a 
liking for 'some' ofBlair's recent 'ideas' rather than directly affirming personal 
change, there is implied a lack of concern with the political consequences of her 
actions. It is as if she personally just acts with no awareness of, or concern for, the 
wider positional tendencies relative to the established party-political framework. 
Furthermore, it is only 'sometimes' (line 14) that she comes across to 'people' as being 
a Labour supporter, rather than regularly or often. The net result is a softening of any 
potential contradiction of her own role - mostly because she has suggested a personal 
detachment from any party-political concerns - while still inferring some level of 
independence from a Conservative Party stance. (The incomplete sentence on line 19 -
'but I do know I've got my own' - may have been designed to emphasise her basic 
independence from any party.) 
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Even accepting the above observations, it may still be suggested that the sentence in 
lines 14-15 can be heard to infer that a more flexible, bi-partisan political outlook (and 
the appearance of being Labour, which can act as a symbol of such an outlook) had 
only recently emerged. The possibility of such an interpretation appears to be indicated 
in the interviewer's inquiry on lines 20-21 as to whether the prior claim can be taken to 
mean that the councillor 'might be changing (.) in a way'. It may be the case that this 
inquiry is actually triggered by the councillor's claim not to know 'whether that's a 
good thing or a bad thing' (line 18). Such a claim may have been taken to infer some 
recent change: to announce this lack of knowledge following the long pause, and thus 
make something of the anomalous notion of appearing Labour, may be sufficient to 
signal some new development having taken place. 
Interestingly, the interviewer sees fit to justify his asking of the question ('just because 
the way you said it'). It is as if this question regarding personal political change is a 
difficult one to ask. This difficulty may also be reflected in the question's use of the 
present tense and its incorporation of the more cautious 'might be' ('Does that mean 
that you might be changing'). In this way, it sounds very much more tentative than a 
question such as 'Does that mean that you have changed?'. In response, the councillor 
claims that she looks positively on some of the new ideas which Labour has recently 
put forth ('I do I do think that Blair has come up with some good ideas', line 22). She 
thus implies that in previous times, she would not have had a positive view of Labour 
ideas. But at the same time, there is still the suggestion that her coming-to-sound-as-if 
. she-was-Labour results from Labour (through Blair) having changed - rather than 
herself having changed - through developing new ideas which are closer to her 
position. 
The above observations have thus highlighted signs of two conflicting accounts. In one 
case, what can be seen as a flexible, non-partisanship is not marked as a recent 
development, and thus could be taken to have always characterised the councillor's 
involvement in local politics. Similarly, there seems some deflection of the 
interviewer's enquiry about personal change. In the other account this being 'not all for 
one or all for another' has a more recent origin, being concurrent with the recent 
realignment of the Labour Party and the resulting ideological convergence of the two 
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main parties. More support for this ambivalent picture will be accumulated as more 
extracts are examined. 
182 
In contrast to the equivocation which has just been described in extract (4), the next 
extract - which was discussed in the previous chapter as an example of a story of 
progressive political change - exemplifies the possibility of a neat reconciliation of the 
conflicting themes of change and continuity. It demonstrates how the councillor can 
narrate progressive political change (and her own position in the more advanced post-
ideological era) while neutralising the danger of inferring herself to be politically 
unprincipled, as someone who passively drifts with the political tide. 
The speaker claims that the political configuration of the council has changed such that 
a non-partisan ethos is now dominant. However, alongside this confident description of 
change, any hint of the councillor herself having changed is absent. 
(5) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
C2: But it's not so bad now. This is what it were used to be like. It isn't 
so bad it isn't like that now. It used to be very left and right but 
we've got rid of a lot of the right Conservatives and there's quite 
a few of the left Labour not there any more. (.) So we are more down 
the middle and quite often you'll find that we it will be cross party 
(.) discussions and that. (.) But there are certain old (0.2) older Labour 
people who will au10matically vote against a Conservative proposal 
because it's Conservative .... and vice-versa (.) there are some 
Conservatives who don't think they ought to support a Labour idea 
either (.) but there're not so many now I mean you're going back ten 
years it was very much like that but it isn't so bad now (0.3) by a long way. 
The councillor does not count herself amongst the category of strongly partisan and 
inflexible council members. It is implied that she has for a long time been part of the 
'middle' tendency of the council. Now that those who apparently represent its 
antithesis have largely disappeared, or have been 'got rid of (line 3), this reasonable 
set of councillors is dominant, and defines the nature of the council ('we are more 
down the middle', lines 4-5). Helping to convey this notion of personal stability in 'the 
middle' is her suggestion that the general transformation is a positive development ('it 
isn't so bad now (0.3) by a long way'), implying that her preference for a 'down the 
middle' scenario and the associated 'cross-party discussions' pre-dates the actual 
change in the political organisation of the council. Before the change, things would 
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have seemed 'more bad' from the perspective of her non-partisanship. Also, if at one 
time she had possessed a partisan outlook, then one might expect some criticism of her 
past self. Instead, it is only others who are criticised for their partisanship. 
In sum, therefore, in extract (5) the speaker is able to talk positively of the replacement 
over time of the climate of partisanship or ideological commitment with one of non-
partisanship. She thus celebrates the present political arrangement whilst 
simultaneously implying a lack of personal change. She can appear progressive but 
without herself having progressed: at the front of the forward march of history, and yet 
having remained statically separate from historical change. 
A final section from this interview will be provided to illustrate how the speaker can 
seek to bolster a claim for a non-partisan outlook by associating it with a deeper 
personal pre-disposition. In this extract there is no suggestion - either explicit or 
implicit - of the theme of historical change. The following self-descriptions appear after 
the councillor is questioned again about the left/right distinction: this time, whether she 
understands struggles between the party groupings on the council in terms of 'left' and 
'right'. 
(6) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I don't see it in left and right. But then again I'm not a political 
animal (.) really (0.3) uum I'm not. 
So would you describe yourself in the middle or you wouldn't even 
do that? 
Yeah (.) I'm down the middle really (.) I'll I'll vote with the Labour and 
I'll vote with the Conservative I vote I vote as I feel is best for Torgate. 
The speaker provides an explanation for not 'seeing it in left and right' which is 
phrased in terms of her nature as 'not a political animal'. Her perspective is thus 
presented as being rooted in an innate, and hence durable, personal characteristic. This 
description ('not a political animal') refers to the type of person she is rather than 
merely her way of seeing events. She is an ordinary person who has got into politics, 
rather than being primarily political. Following the question we see a reassertion of the 
pragmatic, 'cross-party' outlook: particular parties become means to help achieve the 
end of serving the local area ('the best for Torgate'). It can again be seen how both 
left/right and party can represent a partisanship to be resisted. 
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'I've always questioned the Labour establishment' 
The co-occurrence and negotiation of themes of historical change and continuity in 
councillors' accounts will now be further explored by a focus on an interview with a 
Labour borough councillor (L8). This councillor has also already been mentioned in 
the previous chapter, where he talked about 'left' and 'right' not currently existing in 
the council (,within the Labour group it doesn't exist at the moment'). In Chapter 8 we 
will consider in detail a number of occasions during the interview when he explicitly 
identifies with the New LabourlBlairite agenda. 
In the following extract the interviewer's initial question refers to an earlier stage in 
their exchange. At that point the topic concerned change in the Labour group's 
expressed stance between the period when they were in opposition, and when they 
became the controlling group on the council. 
(7) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
1.1 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
If if in the Eighties and before your role as opposition was to have a go at the 
Conservatives on these pOlicies and then now just because of the necessities 
of being in power you sort of you know you have to sort of be more open or 
you have to sort of use private capital and stuff um does that mean that 
you've always actually been in that position in the centre maybe but being 
open to using private capital or have you changed yourself? could you 
Well 1= 
=personally speaking 
yeah I've always been erm the common thread for!!!!l personally is (.) 
that I've always (1.0) questioned the (0.4) err Labour establishment 
Mm 
(0.8) 
and (1.3) «deep outbreath» (0.8) the consistent things are that on the 
wider issues as well on the council related it's quite easy 
Mm 
defence (.) that the Gulf War was wrong and it was wrong then and it's 
wrong now and Kofi Annan did a great thing and (.) that sort of 
business. 
The interviewer sets the scene to his question with an account of the change in the 
Labour group stance, in the course of which the councillor is initially id~ntified with 
the party which he represents - 'your role as opposition' (line 1, extract 7). The 
interviewer then personalises the question by asking if, 'personally speaking', the 
councillor has 'always' been in 'that position in the centre maybe but being open to 
using private capital' (lines 5-6) (i.e. the position which he used to criticise in 
opposition); or whether he has himself changed along with the overt stance of the 
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Labour group (which gained control in 1995). The latter account of change seems to 
be a potentially unflattering one in that it implies an absence of stable political 
convictions - that his beliefs change (and become more mainstream) with the Labour 
group gaining power on the council. It might also seem to be an unattractive image in 
the sense that the shift of the Labour group was in a Conservative direction. Being in 
the 'centre' and 'open to using private capital' for example, are associated in lines 1-2 
with the Conservatives ('have a go at the Conservatives on these policies'). There 
could thus be inferred some element of party-political defeat. 
These observations possibly help explain why, firstly, the councillor chooses to affinn 
the notion of personal consistency, emphasised by the repeat of 'always' from the 
question: 'the common thread for me personally is (.) that I've always questioned (\.0) 
the (0.4) err Labour establishment' (lines 9-10). And secondly, why he does not 
respond as directly as he might have done. There is no mention of having 'always' been 
in the 'centre' or 'open to using private capital'. The councillor's response affirms the 
continuity of his position independent of the Labour Party, while avoiding the 
attribution of Conservatism. It is a matter of questioning Labour policies rather than 
affirming Conservative policies. He proceeds to illustrate his questioning relation to 
party in terms of his attitudes to 'defence' and 'the Gulf War' (line \6). 
Immediately following this last sequence the interviewer attempts to bring the topic 
back to one of 'economics' (line I). In response the councillor describes some changes 
in his own political outlook over time. 
(8) 
1 I: 
2 L8: 
3 
4 
5 I: 
6 L8: 
7 
8 
9 I: 
10 L8: 
11 I: 
12 L8: 
13 
14 I: 
15 L8: 
but economics you're not sure whether you've moved or not or 
Yeah I mean I remem- I can remember (.) I can remember in err the late 
Eighties (.) thinking well nationalising the top hundred companies or 
whatever 
Mm 
err that wasn't being put across well it wasn't gonna get public 
support but (0.2) if we could control the commanding heights of 
industry 
Mm 
we'd be all right 
Mm 
Now (0.2) I do think that (.) errm (0.2) it's the effects (0.2) it's the 
it's rather than the means (.) that are important 
Right 
and that's partly age 
---------- --- -
Change and Continuity 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
(.) Pragmatism it's about= 
=Yeah well the means are still as important it still is im- (.) well I dunno 
(0.8) no that's not that's not true 'cause I I used to think (0.3) that (0.2) 
err redistribution of wealth (.) to the underclass and so on was (.) was 
really err (0.3) err (0.2) important whereas now I see (.) the (.) the 
under- the elimination of the underclass 
Mm 
err not more (radically) the elimination of the underclass «laughing 
voice» (.) err as (.) being (0.2) socially (.) imperative necessary etcetera 
Mm 
but (0.7) er to be done with a st- (.) carrot and stick approach (0.2) 
whereas (in) before er 
Enabling (.) stuff work= 
=Yeah= 
=opportunities 
That's right 
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In this case there is an account of a gradual altering of the interviewer's substantive 
beliefs concerning particular issues. At the current time (,now', line 11), in contrast to 
earlier in the councillor's political career ('in err the late Eighties', lines 1-2), 'effects' 
or ends are said to be more important than 'means'. (But it is noteworthy that when 
the interviewer formulates this in terms of 'pragmatism' on line 16, the councillor in 
the following line momentarily appears to back down - 'Yeah well the means are still 
as important ... '. It is as if he becomes uncomfortable with his self-description once 
things are termed in this more direct way.) Thus the councillor now finds the 'carrot 
and stick approach' (line 26) - which the interviewer formulates as 'enabling' (line 28) 
- an acceptable way of approaching 'the elimination of the underclass' (line 20). (In 
line 23 the councillor laughingly attends to the ambiguous nature of this phrase: 'err 
not more (radically) the elimination of the underclass'.) In the past, however, he had 
more sympathy for a 'redistribution of wealth (.) to the underclass' (line 18) approach. 
An interesting aspect of this account is the association of the personal change in beliefs 
with the ageing process ('and that's partly age', line 14). By making this association he 
is able to off-load some personal responsibility for the change. Drawing on the familiar 
piece of folk wisdom regarding the waning of radicalism with age, and the growth of 
maturity, the change in belief can be made to seem partly natural, even positive, and as 
connected to a process which has its own relatively irresistible dynamics and effects. 
Mentioning the ageing process can thus help divert attention from any notion of him 
personally changing for pragmatic or unprincipled reasons. The issue of social change 
remains largely absent from the account, the emphasis being firmly on personal change. 
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On one hand, there is the spectacle of his own rational internal thought processes. He 
'can remember in err the late Eighties (.) thinking' of nationalisation, but now he has 
reached a different conclusion: 'Now I do think that it's the effects ... rather than the 
means that are important' (lines 11-12). On the other hand, the reference to the ageing 
process slightly subtracts from this notion of free individual rationality. Thus, while he 
may not have complete personal responsibility for the change, neither is there any 
suggestion of the wider social context or the context of his changing position in the 
council, having some shaping influence. It can also be added that the language of 
'effects' and 'means' allows him to infer that his principles (e.g. 'the elimination of the 
underclass as being socially imperative necessary', lines 22-23) have remained intact 
over time - it is only his preference regarding means which has changed. But one can 
go further by noting that, with the reference to the ageing process, the councillor 
appears overall to be providing for a narrative of increasing political maturity, such that 
youth is subtly downgraded. The current focus on 'effects' can appear as a valuing of 
substance in comparison with what might seem an over-concern with means (or 
'gesture politics'?). It is as if, with increasing age, one comes to realise what is really 
important, or what really matters, politically, as well as demonstrating a greater sense 
of realism in the form of pragmatism of means. In this way, criticism of self for having 
changed can be avoided. 
These comments on extract (8) point beyond the specific issue of the preference for 
non-partisanship, illustrating some more generalisable practical concerns involved in 
describing personal political change. The biographical account of personal change does 
not seem to sit easily with the councillor's affirmative response in extract (7) to the 
question of whether he has 'always' been 'open to using private capital'. Judging by 
the account in extract (8), being in the 'centre' and 'open to using private capital' is 
not an accurate description of his past self, but rather is something which could more 
easily be associated specifically with his current pragmatism of means. 
A final extract will now be discussed. 
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(9) 
1 I: 
2 
3 L8: 
4 
5 I: 
6 L8: 
7 
8 I: 
9 L8: 
10 
11 I: 
12 L8: 
13 I: 
14 L8: 
Right (.) okay. So if someone was to talk about the left right distinction 
would you say you're on the left then? 
Well when I first joined the Labour Party I w- I was (.) a Tribune 
reader. I don't any more because I don't read as much stuff. 
Yeah 
Errm (0.8) I would say I was on the left but (0.2) I believe in a lot of 
things which would make some traditional Labour members (.) shudder. 
Such as? 
Such as I (.) I think we should (.) sell no not sell err we should dispose 
of our uuh housing landlords responsibility 
Mmhm 
to a housing association of our own creation 
Okay 
and divorce it from the council. 
188 
The councillor begins his answer to the question by referring to the past. Instead of a 
direct answer, he makes an observation about his own past behaviour: 'Well when I 
first joined the Labour Party I w- I was (.) a Tribune reader'. The councillor here 
appears to rely on common knowledge of this publication as broadly sympathetic to 
the traditional Labour constituency in order to imply a one-time association with 'the 
left'. This procedure of providing such information about the past, which is left to 
speak for itself, could indicate some resistance to a direct, explicit affirmation of being 
'on the left' (cf Widdicombe, 1995). Such resistance may also be partly detectable in 
that he claims to have been 'a Tribune reader', rather than a Tribune sympathiser or 
supporter for example. Then, on lines 6-7, he gives a clear statement of his current 
position: 'I would say I was on the left but (0.2) I believe in a lot of things which 
would make a lot of Labour members (.) shudder'. 
Hence, on one hand he implies a shift from 'left' to 'left but ... '. Referring to the past in 
the course of resisting 'left', opens up the possibility that his political beliefs have 
changed. He seems however to attempt to counter such a notion, downplaying the 
notion of personal political change. It is significant that the reason for discontinuing 
with reading Tribune is spelt out: 'I don't any more because I don't read as much stuff' 
(line 4). This conspicuously counters possible alternative explanations for ceasing to 
read Tribune, perhaps the most obvious being that there had been some kind of change 
in his personal political beliefs. He doesn't read anymore, not because he doesn't read 
as much 'old' left literature, for example, but because he doesn't read as much 'stuff' -
a category here sounding coterminous with reading material in general. We thus 
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witness an intimation of change as well as some reluctance to admit it. He starts as if 
he is about to tell a story of change only to shy away from such a course of telling. 
This pattern suggests that he both remains 'left' (and thus has not abandoned the 
traditional core values of his party) and yet has not remained simply on the 'left'. 
To summarize, it appears that the resistance to the 'left' through the indirect response 
to the question gets the speaker into some difficulty over the implication of personal 
change. He then proceeds, following a long pause on line 6, to provide a formal 
justification for avoiding an unqualified 'left' position. 
Final councillor 
The final selection of extracts to be examined - taken from an interview with a 
Conservative borough councillor (C 17) - provides an especially vivid illustration of 
variation within a single interview. Two sequences, one leading straight on from the 
other in the course of the interview, will firstly be examined. The former involves a 
claim for a non-partisan position, which is not marked in any way as having recently 
developed; the latter features an explicit claim for social change. Extract (10) begins 
with the councillor being asked if he would position himself on the 'left' or 'right'. 
(10) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
CH: 
All right umm (.) can I now go to the topic of the left right 
division in politics would you ever place yourself on the left or 
right in politics? (0.2) generally would you ever see yourself in those 
terms? 
Er d'you mean would I ever contemplate moving from the 
Conservatives to er another party or you're talking about one particular 
issue or something? . 
Just generally I mean you know a sort of a broad sort of framework 
Well it's a very broad question because obviously there are er what 
are is recognised as left issues social issues housing er and things 
concerning people who are not as well off er as as others 
Mm 
er and yes my concem is equally there er as in major industrial 
issues that could be looked on as a right (.) capitalist sort of view 
[Right 
[so 
You don't have any sort of one sort of self image like when you hear 
those categories where you sort of you you feel more sort of attraction 
towards generally? 
Not particularly no no no I I look on each and every issue each and 
every item on its own merits 
Right 
and if that tends to be more to the left or to the right (.) I never 
consider it on that basis. 
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This extract appears to depict a strong resistance on the part of the councillor to 
ascribing himself to the 'left' or 'right', Initially the interviewer asks a question which 
would se(,!m to be clearly phrased, and which invites an answer in general terms 
('would you ever place yourself on the left or right in politics? (0.2) generally would 
you ever see yourself in those terms?', lines 2-4). In response, however, the councillor 
requests clarification by putting forward some possible meanings of the question which 
seem very much at odds with what was originally asked, e.g. 'Er d'you mean would I 
ever contemplate moving from the Conservatives to er another party' (lines 5-6). This 
therefore exhibits substantial misunderstanding of what is being asked. The interviewer 
in turn re-emphasises the general compass of the question: 'Just generally I mean you 
know a sort ofa broad sort of framework' (line 8). To this the councillor again does 
not provide any straightforward response, but claims sympathy for issues of the 'left' 
as well as those of the 'right'. At this point one can note how the absence of a direct 
response is in no way presented as reflecting a recent personal change - the impression 
is conveyed that there would always have been this problem in providing a 
straightforward answer. Furthermore, even though, as will shortly be seen, on other 
occasions he shows himself willing to suggest that 'left' and 'right' are out of date, on 
this occasion he does not make any such observation. The alleged sympathy for both . 
'left' and 'right' issues is not marked in any way as having emerged recently. 
In lines 17-19 the interviewer makes a final attempt to pin the councillor down to a 
single direct response expressed in general terms: 'You don't have any sort of one sort 
of self image like when you hear those categories where you sort of you you feel more 
sort of attraction towards generally?,. A different account of non-partisanship is now 
provided in response, again with no suggestion of historical recency. Whilst he claims, 
at a more abstract level, to have sympathy with both 'left' and 'right' beliefs, his 
approach in practice is said to be essentially empirical and pragmatic: he claims to 
directly consider 'every item on its own merits' (line 21), as opposed to seeing it 
through a preconceived partisan framework. 
In the next extract the topic has shifted from the councillor's own position on a 
left/right scale, to the question of whet her the categories of'lel't' and 'right' 
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themselves still possesses some meaning. In this case the notion of a recent change in 
their status can be readily introduced. 
(11) 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
Right okay uuum could you (.) but those categories do they sort of 
still !llilll.!l something to you d'yO\l ever 
less and less 
Right okay 
less and less= 
=could you have a go at saying how you see what left is and what right 
is? 
What now or in the past? 
Now 
Now I think it's fairty difficult er (0.4) more as I was partly touching on 
then er is to do with er social housing er sheltered accommodation as 
being left type of issues 
Mm 
er but you know as I was saying that they are not (.) solely of the left 
the same as er issues that were recognised to be right issue right to the 
right of politics issues 
are you suggesting then that things are changing 
oh dramatically 
Right 
yeah (.) with the change in the Labour Party coming more to the centre 
of the left right domain er means that it is not easy for the public er who 
have little or no interest in politics to see (.) what the what differences 
between the two 
Okay 
er and it's all down to probably overall philosophy (.) er which doesn't 
have a left or right (tending) 
Right so d'you think they're still useful (.) or not? 
Not really 
Not really 
No 
Right 
No 
The interviewer's question on lines 25-26 provokes a seemingly robust discursive 
-response on the part of the councillor. Twice (on lines 27 and 29) he asserts that 'left' 
and 'right' mean 'less and less' to himself He then goes on to suggest that 'Now . .it's 
fairly difficult' (line 34) to say what such categories mean, and that things are 
'dramatically' (line 42) changing. There are various signs here that this change is being 
treated a good thing, as something the speaker approves of After the councillor 
responds that the 'left' and 'right' mean 'less and less' to him, and the interviewer 
acknowledges this ('Right okay', line 28), the councillor again confirms this with 
another 'less and less'. Likewise, the interviewer in line 53 checks the councillor's 
prior 'Not really' as if the councillor might wish to amplifY the qualification. But the 
councillor closes down any chance of amplification by providing an unqualified 'no'. 
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Following the interviewer's acknowledgement ('Right', line 55) the councillor then 
again confirms his prior response with another 'no'. Furthermore, there is no 
expression of regret that 'those categories' mean 'less and less' or that they are 'not 
really' useful anymore. 
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In this case, then, there is said to be a change in the status of 'left' and 'right' but no 
mention of the speaker's own position - there appears to be a separation between 
wider social change and personal position. But when this episode is related to extract 
(10) we can foreground certain features which undermine the notion of such a 
separation. In providing reasons in extract (11) for why it is quite difficult 'now' to 
describe what 'left' and 'right' mean, the councillor himself refers back to the reasons 
given in the previous explanation: 'er but you know as I was saying that they are not 
(.) solely of the left the same as er issues that were recognised to be right issue right to 
the right of politics issues' (lines 38-40). This reference to the earlier sequence is also 
seen in line 34-35: 'as I was partly touching on then'. The explanation drawn on (and 
appearing as timeless) in extract (10) in order to resist a clear-cut ascription to either 
'left' or 'right' is that he cannot be pigeonholed as sympathising exclusively with issues 
which have traditionally been associated with the 'left' or with the 'right'. In extract 
(11) it is the issues themselves which can no longer be pigeonholed on the 'left' or the 
'right'. Hence there is a common theme ofa blurring of political divides, of the 
substitution of the concept of 'both' for 'either/or'. The same basic idea is used to 
support a timeless non-partisanship when it comes to self; and a recently developed 
post-partisanship when it comes to specifYing the meaning of 'left' and 'right' in the. 
current times. 
Later on in extract (11) the change in the status of the categories of 'left' and 'right' is 
associated in time with the recent realignment of the Labour Party, which has become 
'more to the centre of the left right domain' (lines 44-45). As a result of this 
development, it is claimed, 'it is not easy for the public who have little or no interest in 
politics to see (.) what the what differences between the two [i.e. left and right]' (lines 
45-47). Interestingly, in the previous extract the councillor, who, in contrast to the 
public, does have an interest in politics, himself could be seen displaying some 
difficulty or trouble in ascribing himself to the 'left' or 'right'. In addition, the overall 
Change and Continuity 193 
inference is that while 'they' - i.e. the status of 'left' and 'right', and the position of the 
Labour Party - have changed, 'we', in the form of the public and the councillor himself, 
have remained stable. 
In the next extract the councillor responds to a question of whether the Conservative 
Party 'has moved to the right?'. 
(12) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17: 
I: 
C17 
I: 
C17: 
So you wouldn1 say that the Conservative Party's moved to 
the right? 
Moved more to the right? 
Yeah. Because like if the Labour Party's moved more to the centre and 
presumably a lot of things have moved the whole thing after you know 
the Thatcherite years so would you say you know is that right that in 
some sense the Conservative Party everyone has moved to the 
right? 
No 
No 
No. No I think er the majority of people certainly in the twenty years that 
I've been involved in local politics er in Inverton er (.) has all been 
principally middle of the road. I can't visualise er people that have been 
er to the right of politics and would not consider other issues but as 
I've just said it's easier now 
So you'd see yourself as middle of the road would you? 
Yeah absolutely absolutely 
Neither the speaker himself nor the other party representatives are said to have 
changed. Thus, the councillor produces an unequivocal denial ('No', line 9) followed 
by an explanatory justification. All are presented as having sustained a historically 
constant 'middle of the road' stance. A time frame is provided to demonstrate the 
extent of historical continuity: 'No I think er the majority of people certainly in the 
twenty years that I've been involv~d in local politics er in Loughborough er has. all 
been principally middle of the road' (lines 11-13). This response can be partly 
accounted for by the hint of a criticism in the interviewer's question, particularly the 
notion of the Conservative Party becoming an extreme, fringe party on 'the right', 
while Labour occupies the 'centre' and thus appears more moderate. 
Despite this evidence of consistency in extract (12), the theme of historical change 
does not remain completely out of sight in this sequence. In lines 13 -14 the speaker 
warrants the claim for the 'majority of people' having virtually always 'been principally 
middle of the road': '\ can't visualise people that have been to the right of politics and 
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would not consider other issues'. There is no one who has such a narrow political 
vision that they are unable to demonstrate any flexibility or openness in relation to 
alternative ideas. But the speaker then qualifies what he has just claimed: 'but as I've 
just said it's easier now' (lines 14-15). In this case therefore, other councillors' (and his 
own) 'middle of the road' outlook is historicised. Current conditions, and recent 
political changes, can, it is suggested, partly account for individuals' preferences for 
non-partisanship. 
This run of extracts will be concluded by considering one occasion when the 
interviewer throws up the notion of the historical recency of the interviewee's claimed 
non-partisan position. The interviewer is responding to the claim in extract (12) for a 
long-term 'middle of the road' position, and suggests its similarities with the current 
'Labour Govemment'/'Third Way' stance: 
(13) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
I: Isn't that wouldn't couldn't someone come back to that say and say 
well you know the whole recent Labour Government policies 
of the Third Way that that is the Third Way what you're saying? 
are you saying in a sense you are (.) also urn in some sense that's a 
sort of Labour policy that that new type of politics which is 
sort of coalition in the middle that sort of thing? 
Here, for the first time, is an occasion when the interviewer explicitly raises the notion 
of recent political change, thus potentially threatening to undermine the earlier 
inference of a historically consistent self As well as suggesting that the councillor's 
stance is a mere product of times, the interviewer also suggests that the leading 
ideological force of period, which has been followed, is New Labour. In the final 
extract below, which appears soon after the passage in extract (13), the councillor 
proceeds to adopt an obvious strategy for rebutting this notion. He insists that the 
'middle of the road' position and 'working for everyone', is what he has 'always stood 
for' (line 8). Furthermore, it is in fact New Labour which has adopted a Conservative 
approach ('New Labour has come nearer to us', line 9) rather than vice-versa. 
(14) 
1 I: So you mean in some sense your politics is about work- it's that 
2 type of politics where it's not about particular (.) positions on some sort 
3 of spectrum its (.) working for everyone is that what you're saying? 
4 C17: It i!! you know and and this is not trying to imply er that that 
5 you know we've got such a an overriding view that it incorporates 
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6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
right and left you know because at times it might do er (.) but it is 
not !!l!Y!: as far a- well as I say in the twelve years I've been on the council 
it's not newer that that er (.) it's what I've always stood for and the fact 
that (.) New Labour has come nearer to us is good news as far as I'm 
concemed I don't treat it as a threat. 
Concluding remarks 
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We can understand the councillors as being enmeshed within far reaching historical and 
political changes. As was shown particularly in the previous chapter, such changes 
were recognised and generally supported by the interviewees. But at the same time -
and despite the fact that speakers' incorporation within wider change at times shows 
through in the unpronounced signs of personal change - the new settlement also 
demands new, but ostensibly timeless, individual habits of seeing and acting. Like the 
'invented traditions' which tend to appear during a period of rapid societal 
transformation, and which legitimate the new arrangements through presenting a 
picture of historical continuity (Hobsbawm, 1992), so during the transition to new, 
post-ideological political arrangements, councillors' own non-partisanship must appear 
as 'for all time'. 
We have seen then that councillors both provide a sense of the historical context of 
their talk..(in the form of a explicit recognition of historical changes), but also try to 
detach themselves from it. The latter effectively works to deflect the idea of a 
connection between objective conditions and subjective structures of belief. But in the 
process of seemingly extricating themselves from historical change in this way, the 
councillors help to consolidate the change, and the new political arrangements. 
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CHAPTER 8 
PARTY-POLITICAL IDENTIFICATION AND ANTI-POLITICS 
So far the emphasis has been on patterns of argument, concerning self and wider 
historical developments, which are produced by representatives from both the main 
parties. The present chapter will suggest how themes of party-political division remain 
consequential for the councillors' talk, including the ways in which such themes inter-
relate with the anti-partisan preferences which have already been outlined. There is a 
question of what part party-political identification may play within the interviews, and 
how it may be practically integrated within the broader argumentative patterns which 
have been discussed in earlier chapters. Although earlier we detected a tendency for 
councillors to avoid declaring an affiliation with a particular party, it would be strange 
if the councillors did not demonstrate any concern to further the interests of the party 
they were elected to represent. Indeed, as will be seen, party identification does not 
necessarily have to be an obstacle in the way of denying partisanship but can be 
functionally tied up with it. Furthermore, attending to speakers' uses ofleft/right 
terminology suggests that speakers have access to certain rhetorical manoeuvres which 
in fact depend on political division in order to accomplish the denial of politics. 
A central, framing argument present in earlier chapters has been that the current era of 
anti-partisan common sense of the sort already analysed is also the era of New 
Labour's Third Way philosophy. From this one could predict that there would be some 
relatively formal argumentative resources which could be used in the rejection of 
ideological politics but to which Labour councillors alone would be entitled to employ. 
Attending to some Labour councillors in order to demonstrate the realisation of these 
special entitlements can provide an opportunity to observe the 'vital organic contact' 
(Volosinov, 193011971, p. 91) between formal and informal (i.e. as routinely 
instantiated in practice) aspects of current Third Way ideology. 
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The argumentative perks of being New Labour 
We will.begin by noting two extracts in which a Labour borough councillor (L8) 
explicitly aligns himself with a New Labour agenda. In the first episode the councillor 
attempts to characterise the political division within the Labour group on the council. 
(1 ) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
LI!: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
On the Labour side the division between (.) Old Labour which is in 
a sense minimalist but it's «suppressed laughter» in a sense 
interventionist in that they would like to run all the housing and make 
sure that people's (.) drains are unblocked and their front doors are 
painted and all that sort of business 
Mm 
emn (0.2) and lots of social housing 
Mm 
and the kind of modem (0.4) er (.) Labour element which is (.) about 
(.) enabling through 
Is that you included? 
Yeah. It's about it's about community leadership it's about enabling it's 
about (0.2) errm (1.0) «clears throat» (0.8) it's it's about working I 
guess it's about working within (.) the boundaries laid down (.) and 
confirmed by the Labour Govemment. 
Opposed to an 'Old Labour' approach to local government is 'the kind of modem 
Labour element' (line 9) whose favoured policies and words (e.g. 'community 
leadership', 'enabling', line 12) indicate an alignment with the stance of the national 
'Labour Government' (line 15). It is the 'modem Labour element' which - following 
the interviewer's probe ('Is that you includedT) - the respondent himself explicitly 
identifies with. There is also an implicit identification which is evidenced through the 
rhetorical establishment of the contrast between the two approaches, for this 
comparison is not neutral. Thus, he implies a type of intervention by the 'Old Labour' 
council- involving 'making sure that people's (.) drains are unblocked arid their front 
doors are painted' (lines 4-5) - in things which might seem to be the responsibility of 
ordinary people rather than of the council. A sense of unreasonable excess is also 
conveyed by the claim - which is an extreme case formulation in Pomerantz's (1986) 
sense - that they would like to 'run all the housing', rather than just 'most' or 'a large 
part of it'. In contrast, through the employment of common places such as 'enabling' 
and particularly 'community leadership', the 'modem Labour' approach is made to 
sound desirable. These new abstract aspirations can appear exciting and dynamic in 
comparison with the more concrete and traditional concerns of 'Old Labour' 
interventionism. Tellingly, when the 'modem' aspirations are being described (lines 9-
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15) there is more hesitation compared to the description of 'Old Labour' concerns. It is 
as if the speaker is attempting to achieve the most lucid and accurate description. The 
seemingly careful and thoughtful articulation marks the stance as one which, for this 
speaker, itself is deserving of some special care and thought. 
At issue in the discussion in the next excerpt is the question of the meaning of a council 
being 'interventionist'. 
(2) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
And (0.2) emn the the Tories who dont think too much (.) see 
intervening as spending more money and they articulate their opposition 
.... they see it as money. But if you take the I don't know whether 
you take the news of Gerry um (0.3) err (0.2) the Local Govemment 
Network Group in the Labour Party I don't know whether you've come 
across that have you? Err (.) Steve (Bethson) the leader of the er (.) er 
Brighton and Hove council now in the Lords emn was a academic at 
Strathclyde called Gerry somebody or other I've forgotten err the 
leader of Tyne North Tyneside division a number of councillors like 
that. 
Mm 
They articulated the view that local govemment should be about 
community leadership 
Mm 
and that the bounds that local govemment has had I mean they used to 
(put up) the gas the electricity all sorts of things that's all changed (.) 
obviously erm and we're not talking about now going back and running 
the gas the service but we're talking about playing a role in community 
leadership which is an interventionist role (.) but in partnership with 
other organisations err (.) erm by using the unique role that we have as 
(0.2) elected community leaders or an elected organisation of 
community leaders. 
The councillor here come across as supportive of the New Labour version of 
mtervention as propounded by 'the Local Government Network Group in the Labour 
Party' (lines 4-5). At the same time he stands in opposition to the 'Old Labour' view of 
intervention as 'spending more money' (line 2) - a view shared by the 'Tories who 
don't think too much' (line 1). He allies himself with the newer conception when he 
says that 'we're talking about playing a role in community leadership which is an 
interventionist role (.) but in partnership with other organisations' (lines \8-20). The 
immediate qualification of 'interventionist role' serves to distinguish this stance from 
an 'Old Labour' style of intervention. 
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This pattern of alignment is one which we would expect to find only in the talk of a 
Labour representative. The speaker is reproducing a formal New Labour 
argumentative stance within the context of the interview. In so doing, he positions 
himself in opposition to 'Old Labour' and their approach to local government, and also 
differentiates his stance from the Conservatives. Such practical argumentative work, 
and particularly the demonstration of competence in constructing these evaluative 
political contrasts, represents a significant means through which the speaker's identity 
as New Labour can be achieved. 
Below is another extract from the same councillor - this time one which was discussed 
in the previous chapter. It is worth reconsidering it as another illustration of how a 
formal New LabourlThird Way stance is reproduced, although this time with no 
explicit reference to New Labour. Also on this occasion, the stance relates to the 
left/right classificatory scheme as well as to local government. 
(3) 
1 I: 
2 
3 L8: 
4 
5 I: 
6 L8: 
7 
8 I: 
9 L8: 
10 
11 I: 
12 L8: 
13 I: 
14 L8: 
Right (.) okay. So if someone was to talk about the left right distinction 
would you say you're on the left then? 
Well when I first joined the Labour Party I w- I was (.) a Tribune 
reader. I don1 any more because I don1 read as much (.) stuff. 
Yeah 
Enm (0.8) I would say I was on the left but (0.2) I believe in a lot of 
things which would make some traditional Labour members (.) shudder. 
Such as? 
Such as I (.) I think we should (.) sell no not sell err we should dispose 
of our uuh housing landlords responsibility 
Mmhm 
to a housing association of our own creation 
Okay 
and divorce it from the council.. 
We can begin with the councillor's statement of his current position: 'I would say I 
was on the left but (0.2) I believe in a lot of things which would make some traditional 
Labour members shudder' (lines 6-7). Here we see a strongly conditional phrasing, 
which relies on the provision of a pronounced qualification of the initial acceptance of 
a 'left' self-identity. He can be heard as suggesting that he would accept such a self-
identity on the condition that he could still 'believe in a lot of things' which were an 
anathema to the 'traditionai' left. In Chapter 7 the first five lines of this extract were 
interpreted in terms of some ambivalence in the councillor's relationship to the 
category 'left'. As well as signs of an unwarranted resistance to 'left' involving the 
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telling ofa story of personal change, note was also made of the councillor's reluctance 
to accept the notion of personal change from 'left'. We can view the statement 
beginning on line 6 - i.e. the claim to be simultaneously 'left' and 'beyond left' - as 
reflecting this earlier account, and as an attempt to sum up what appeared at an 
unwarranted level. The qualification as a whole, and his suggested distance from 'some 
traditional Labour members', reflects an implicit adherence to a stance shared by the 
national Labour Party leadership. The latter involves both acceptance of 'left' and 
transcendence of it via a critique of 'traditional' Labour policies. The idea to 'dispose 
of our housing landlords responsibility' represents one alternative policy which would 
fit comfortably with this critique. We can speak here then, as with the above extracts, 
of the councillor practising the formal New Labour/Third Way stance. This stance 
provides 'good reasons' by which the councillor can claim a position for himself which 
is both 'left', and beyond 'left'. 
In the course of this account the councillor, following everyday understandings, is 
presuming a dichotomically organised left/right distinction (Bobbio, 1996), whereby in 
theory each point on the horizontal spectrum corresponds to particular ideas or values 
which are similarly organised. It is apparently with view to such ideas that a description 
as 'left' is qualified. It should be added that the formulation 'a lot of things' serves to 
reinforce his distance from the 'traditional' left, and ensures that the subsequent 
exemplifYing belief is positioned as one instance of a larger pattern. But at the same 
time, the' a lot of things' is not presented as including anything on the 'right'. As 
becomes more explicit in the next extract which follows soon after extract (3), his 
views are 'left' and 'beyond left'. In order to maintain this position, while at the same 
time not being 'rightwing', another rhetorical feature becomes useful. This takes the 
form of an appeal to radicalism. 
The following sequence begins after more discussion of the different views on housing 
policy to be found within the Labour group on the council. 
(4) 
1 
2 
3 
L8: [ ... ] And (0.2) if for example the Labour Government had taken 
away CCT [Compulsory Competitive Tendering] from housing and had 
(.) ended the (.) ring fence around housing err the borough councillors 
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4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
I: 
L8: 
Labour group would have been very happy to revert to the kind of 
Nineteen Seventies type of housing management. (.) I think wisely they 
haven't done that and I would like to see it as I say as a as a 
democratically run housing association. 
Right (.) sure. Uum (0.2) okay so you you'd probably say you were on 
the left. Would you say there's sort of are wide differences within the 
Labour Group? uum= 
=1'11 tell you why I'm on the I mean that's that's a rightwing stance 
perhaps but it's a radical stance. Why I'm on the left is because errm (.) 
I think we should be doing radical things well with art it's quite 
topical but on the green issues. And I don't always feel that I have err 
(0.5) active support. I have passive support but not active support from 
the group. 
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Once again the councillor distinguishes between different sections of the Labour group. 
He opposes himself to those who would, given the opportunity, be 'very happy to 
revert to the kind of Nineteen Seventies type of housing management' (lines 4-5). 
Instead, he is sympathetic to the idea of 'a democratically run housing association' 
(lines 6-7). At this point, the interviewer attempts to move on to the theme of 
'differences within the Labour group' (lines 9-10), but not before he glosses the 
councillor's answer to his earlier inquiry in extract (3) about a position on the left/right 
spectrum ('okay so you you'd probably say you were on the left', line 8-9). This gloss, 
however, does not specifically acknowledge the councillor's prior differentiating and 
qualifying work in extract (3), and the associated claim in extract (4) to support 'a 
democratically run housing association'. The fact that the councillor in response 
disregards the question on lines 9-10 about intra-group differences, and intervenes to 
specify his association with the 'left', indicates some trouble with an unqualified 'left' 
position. He firstly distinguishes his just-stated stance on housing policy from the 'left': 
'I mean that's a rightwing stance perhaps but it's a radical stance' (lines 11-12). This 
description is strongly reminiscent of the 'radical centre' outlook of the Third Way 
(Giddens, 1998). By deploying the category 'rightwing' he emphasises a disregard for 
partisanship; his stance represents a particular notion of radicalism in which traditional 
political oppositions, which were previously assumed to be insurmountable, can be 
crossed as is deemed necessary for the achievement of bold new practical solutions. 
At this particular point, 'radical' is used to undo 'rightwing' and so deflect the 
problematic implications the latter could have for a Labour councillor. So whilst it is 
possible to embrace a policy which (the councillor himself acknowledges) had 
traditionally been categorised as 'rightwing', this label itself remains the property of the 
political opposition, and thus problematic for this councillor. 
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Having gone some way to problematise the interviewer's deduction ofa 'left' position, 
the councillor proceeds to specifY precisely why he is on the 'left': 'because I think we 
should be doing radical things well with art it's quite topical but on the green issues' 
(line 12-14). Here 'radical' is again treated as having a positive value, although now 
the speaker seems to assume a connection between 'left' and 'radical'. He provides 
only a very non-specific - and hence safe - formulation ('green issues'), and one which 
- together with 'doing radical things with art' - seems distinct from policies which 
would traditionally be associated with the 'left'. Each of the two instances of 'radical' 
in this sequence can prevent the speaker from appearing 'rightwing', while suggesting 
the notion of being in favour of change. 
To summarize the main argument so far: implicit alignment with the New Labour/Third 
Way agenda - which contains a formal argument for the transcendence of 'left' and 
'right' - can (for a Labour councillor) make available 'good reasons' for avoiding a 
traditional 'left' position. It can also provide rhetorical means for deflecting a signifier 
(i.e. 'rightwing') of the political opposition. A central, seemingly obvious, assumption 
made by both the interviewer and the councillor in the above accounts is that the 
categories 'left', 'rightwing' and 'radical' correspond to substantive ideas. In extract 
(3), for example, the councillor is suggesting in a quasi-scientific, detached fashion that 
an unqualified term 'left' - as that is commonly understood in terms of ideas - does not 
do justice to the job of characterising his position. 
At the end of the previous chapter the concern of one Conservative councillor (C 17) 
appeared to be to dissociate his non-partisanship from the official Third Way. This was 
in reaction to the interviewer's suggestion of a possible association between them, and 
also perhaps to the potential corresponding image of the councillor passively following 
the New Labour-led political tide. The councillor took the route of portraying such 
non-partisanship as his own historically consistent stance, the Labour Party having 
moved towards this position. In the talk of the Labour councillor (LS) just discussed, 
in contrast, the formal Third Way stance can be usefully brought in - even if implicitly -
so as to provide solid justification for the denial of the partisan position. 
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If 'left' is being resisted in line with the councillor's affiliation with a particular official 
political agenda, then one might in principle expect that others, if their own position 
recommended it, could be unproblematically described by this councillor with an 
unqualified 'left' or 'right'. This, however, is not what turns out to be the case. In the 
exchange below the councillor comes to describe the position of the deputy leader of 
the Labour group. 
(5) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
I: 
L8: 
Sure (.) okay. So would you say something like the present leader of 
the present leader of the Labour group could be seen as more of the older 
tradition as well as the deputy leader and there's a sort of split there (.) in 
some way? 
Errrn 
broadly speaking 
Right. Well the deputy leader is is (.) is a person of (.) of the left 
Mm 
and and a thinking left and a radical left always has been and I was 
instrumental in getting him (0.2) elected as deputy ( ) after the last 
elections 
The councillor does not show any signs of denying the interviewer's association of the 
deputy leader with the 'older tradition' (lines 2-3). Indeed, he seems to tacitly affinn 
this association by proceeding to ascribe the deputy leader to 'the left'. Various 
features, however, suggest some trouble in making this ascription, although no 
explanation for the trouble is provided. Firstly, there is the councillor's hesitation in 
selecting 'the left' as a description: 'Well the deputy leader is is (.) is a person of(.) of 
the left' (line 7). Also, the description 'person of the left' is itself suggestive of an 
effort to mitigate the ascription. In contrast to other possibilities such as 'on the left', 
or 'a leftwinger', this description can suggest less of an instrumental commitment to a 
particular position, instead evoking a more rounded affiliation. Thereafter, 'the left' is 
mitigated in a number of ways. Both the description 'thinking left', which seems 
designed to counter the notion of more dogmatic adherence to particular ends, as well 
as 'radical left' , are in this context being employed for positive effect. 'Radical' 
appears to have a positive value attributed to it throughout the interview, even if it is 
now used in ways which diverge from the earlier use when the councillor is describing 
himself New Labour/Third Way 'radicalism' is likely to involve something quite 
different from the 'radicalism' of the 'older tradition' (lines 2-3) of the Labour Party. 
This praise for the deputy leader via the description of his personal qualities, is 
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enhanced by the claim for historical continuity ('always has been', line 9). This claim 
helps portray his colleague as an authentic individual or 'character'. As with the earlier 
claims for historical consistency, the notion of a principled and moral self is inferred. In 
the final sentence the councillor announces his willingness to provide 'instrumental' 
support ('and I was instrumental in getting him elected ... ', lines 9-10). With the 
description 'instrumental' the councillor boosts the show of his contribution, 
something which again can be understood as part of a defence of the deputy leader's 
integrity against some negative attribution of 'left'. This description also constitutes a 
warrant of the speaker's open-mindedness and his sympathy with the left. 
In extract (3) New Labour ideas dictated, or were equivalent in effect to, the rejection 
of 'left'. This rejection seemed therefore to be explainable strictly according to the 
logic of particular ideas which largely correspond to a dichotomically organised 
left/right spectrum. But in extract (5) there is no distinct body of ideas identified with; 
the resistance to 'left' remains unwarranted. From the five preceding extracts taken 
together, there is evidence to indicate that the councillor both identifies with New 
Labour, and yet also demonstrates preferences which, it was noted in earlier chapters, 
are not confined to Labour Party representatives. In this councillor's talk, the New 
Labour argumentative stance can appear as the formal corollary of the informal, trans-
party preferences. But whilst party-political identification can here comfortably co-
exist with such preferences, on many occasions in the data corpus as a whole one of 
things which the preferences are against is party-identification itself As will be seen, 
however, in a continuing context of party-political division, party-political 
identification (and the employment of partisan categories of 'left' and 'right') is not 
completely avoided. 
Party-political conflict 
The subsequent analysis will be organised around a consideration of a Conservative 
borough councillor and a Labour borough councillor side by side (the Labour 
councillor (Ll) is different from the one considered above). Initially, this will allow 
their participation within a 'battle of ideas' between the two respective parties to be 
highlighted. Later on, the focus will move onto the shared discursive habits which 
transcend inter-party conflict. 
- ---- - - -------
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(6) 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
Right (.) yeah right. Uum and you've always been like that (.) you'd say 
before the Labour group was dominant here? would you say your 
position has always been in tha- you'd always describe it in that way 
[or 1 
[Ah 1 
d'you think it's changed? 
Well years ago as I say the Labour Party was more err leftwing than 
what it is now 
Yeah 
and therefore it's difficult to (.) i- i- if you're comparing me with the party 
then that has changed over the years 
Rig [ht 1 but you [gen lerally 
[But 1 [But 1 
in the whole 
but I don~ feel as though! have changed. 
Right yeah 
I I feel that as the party has become more rightwing 
Mm 
uum (.) or more to the centre I should say er (.) I've (.) I've become 
more and more comfortable with it. 
In extract (6) the Labour borough councillor is in the course of providing a history of 
his political position by relating it to the movements of the Labour Party. While his 
own position has remained constant Cl don't feel as though 1 have changed', line 32), 
the Labour Party has 'changed over the years' (line 28), moving closer to his position. 
In the course of this account left/right terminology is being used to comment on 
changes in the political landscape. Initially, the analytic interest will be in the 
argumentative deployment of such terms in the context of party-political dispute. 
In line 34 the councillor states that 'the party has become more rightwing'. This is then 
corrected by 'or more to the centre I should say' (line 36). Ifwe take a self-repair to 
indicate the initial expression of something which should not be expressed (Billig, 
1997a), we can ask why 'more rightwing' should have a troubling status compared to 
'more to the centre'. One sensible approach to this question is to concentrate on the 
councillor's role as a party representative and consider the varying argumentative 
consequences of the two descriptions in terms of party-political dispute. With this aim 
in mind, it is useful to consider a section of talk by a Conservative borough councillor 
(C3) also on the theme of the movement of the Labour Party. 
(7) 
15 
16 
17 
18 
C3: So I'd have been on the centre right of the party then (0.3) but (0.3) in 
the party now (0.2) the whole the whole (.) country's sort of pO!itical 
base has shifted as I've just said. (.) The Labour Party has accepted 
almost lock stock and barrel (.) or its leadership has accepted (.) the 
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19 
20 
21 
refonns in our society brought abou1 in the past eighteen years. So the 
whole thing has shifted to the right if you if you want want to use those 
tenns. 
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In this brief account the councillor describes the implications for his own position of 
the movement of 'the whole (.) country's (.) sort of political base' (lines 16-17), 
including the Labour Party. Here we see a potential problem for the Labour councillor 
if the latter were to talk of the Labour Party becoming 'more rightwing'. In extract (7) 
'the whole thing' shifting 'to the right' is associated with the Labour Party having 
'accepted almost lock stock and barrel (.) or its leadership has accepted (.) the reforms 
in our society brought about in the past eighteen years' (lines 17-19). The potential 
risk, then,. in extract (6) is that reference to a 'more rightwing' Labour Party could 
imply the latter's embrace of Conservative Party prescriptions and so also indicate its 
acceptance of the epistemological superiority of this agenda. Talking instead ofan 
increasingly central position both suggests change and yet sustains an image of the 
Labour Party having its own new, independent agenda rather than having simply 'sold 
out'. These observations thus point to a particular historical moment of controversy 
concerning the nature of the movement of the Labour Party. They also support the 
general point, highlighted in reference to the Labour councillor (L8) discussed earlier 
in the chapter, that 'rightwing' still belongs to the political opposition, and thus could 
be expected to possess a special unattractiveness for a Labour councillor. 
Further evidence that there was indeed an argumentative concern of the Labour 
councillor to choose 'centre' so as to deflect implications of party-political defeat, 
comes later in the interview. Extract (8) follows a recent questioning by the councillor 
of the utility of the left/right spectrum. It begins with the councillor referring to a 
recent march in London organised by the Countryside Alliance. 
(8) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L 1: 
So like this this cun- big Countryside Alliance thing in London. Have you 
any would you say that is that is a rightwing movement? after what you 
just said 'cause then you you get things like and people say "Well no" 
you know "This is a (.) [these are mostly Conservative voters". I 
[I think (0.3) I think it's a I deeply 
conservative with a small c movement. 
Right 
Urn. But= 
=Aren't Labour conservative with a small c increasingly? 
No I think they're they're moving towards the centre but not [with 
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11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
[( ) talk 
about communities and (.) you know try'na (.) take back what 
Thatcher achieved to do with you know radical unconservatism 
Mm they're not as radical as they used to be. They're they're very much 
er (.) er less radical and more towards the centre but I think where 
this er big demonstration falls down is that it was paid for by the 
anti-hunt lobby but they were very clever and they dragged in the 
environmentalists the ramblers er the fanmers who actually disagree 
with fox hunting and so on. Now (.) in opposition to er the Foster Bill 
they will argue that they got a quarter of a million people there. (.) Um 
but (.) er in fact a large proportion of those didn't agree with fox 
hunting but went because they tried to give a wider appeal. 
Very final thing (.) I'm interested in the media [ ... ) 
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When used to describe the 'Countryside Alliance thing', 'conservative with a small c' 
(lines 5-6) avoids the 'rightwing' of the question and yet the latter label is not explicitly 
rejected. Rather than disconfirming the interviewer's suggestion, the councillor merely 
provides his own preferred version ('r think it's a deeply conservative with a small c 
movement'). Subsequently, we see that the councillor in fact displays an understanding 
of this description as potentially equivalent to 'rightwing'. When the interviewer 
inquires into the feasibility, 'increasingly', of describing the Labour Party as 
'conservative with a small c' (line 9) the councillor provides an overt denial. The most 
that can be said is that they are 'moving towards the centre' (line 10) or 'more towards 
the centre' (line 15). The use of 'centre' in defence against the interviewer's 
suggestion, implies that 'conservative with a small c' is being understood within the 
framework of the left/right spectrum. 
The councillor here can be perceived as defending the Labour Party against the 
criticism of , increasingly' placing itself on the territory traditionally associated with its 
political opponents. He starts by overtly rejecting the interviewer's suggestion, and 
produces 'to the centre' as the more accurate alternative (not, it can be remarked, 'in 
the centre', which can suggest a more direct partisanship). However, following another 
intervention by the interviewer, he appears willing to concede some movement in a 
conservative direction ('they're very much less radical and more towards the centre', 
lines 14-15). Thus compared to the first councillor (LS) considered, the Labour Party 
is now portrayed as having become less, rather than more, 'radical' - but in both cases 
'radical' seems again to have a positive value placed on it. Although the speaker in 
extract (S) might be said to identity with the Labour Party in the course of defending it 
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against having become 'conservative', he does not appear to identify with the 'modem 
Labour element' to the extent that the previous councillor did. 
That the councillor is not entirely comfortable with this theme concerning the nature of 
the movement of the Labour Party is signalled at the end of the sequence. Arguably, on 
line 15 he attempts to change the subject of the talk back to the original one of the 'big 
demonstration' (line 16) in London. This can suggest that he is avoiding a troubling 
topic. The two requirements mentioned by Billig (1999b) as necessary for the 
accomplishment of a topic change, are here satisfied. Firstly, as just noted, the speaker 
provides a replacement topic which the talk can move towards (and so simultaneously 
away from another topic). Secondly, there is also a discontinuity marker in the form of 
'but' (line 15), which can indicate a shift in topic through communicating to the hearer 
not to attempt to seek some connection between what has just been said and what the 
speaker is currently about to say. This observation, however, also raises the question 
of the significance of the earlier instance of 'but' on line 8. It may have been the case 
that if the interviewer had not intervened with his question on line 9, this 'but' would 
also have paved the way for an attempted topic change. As such, it could indicate some 
resistance to the theme of the initial inquiry as to whether the 'big countryside alliance 
thing' was a 'rightwing movement'. 
Some conclusions can be drawn from the above. The 'more rightwing' and 'more to 
the centre' of extract (6) can be seen to have different rhetorical implications. 
Conflicting constructions of party movement produce different versions of the essential 
'winners' of the argument. One can suggest that as a party representative the Labour 
councillor in extract (6) was politically accountable in his choice between 'more to the 
centre' or 'more rightwing'. In the process of the different councillors using the terms 
'centre' and 'right' respectively to describe party position, party-political conflict is 
reaffirmed. In theory, there remains common agreement as to what such tokens 
represent in terms of dichotomously arranged stances on particular issues. Dispute 
over Labour Party movement, it might be said, is dispute over which ideas constitute 
the current party agenda, and thus whether the Conservative Party is the winner of the 
battle of ideas. Partisan identification continues on a basis of ideological convergence 
and blurring of party positions. 
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This struggle of descriptions corresponds to the pattern of argumentative engagement 
familiar at national party level. We find the Labour Party itself adopting a theoretically 
enunciated position of 'more towards the centre' (ranging between 'centre-left' and 
'radical centre' - see Blair, 1998a; Giddens, 1998), a stance possessing the same 
rhetorical potential as seen in the above extracts. Like in these extracts, 'centre' can 
constitute an answer to criticisms of having betrayed traditional principles, or of having 
lost the argument: it concedes some movement but allows for the continuing 
affirmation of traditional values. This would seem to be especially likely if the 'centre' 
could be claimed to be 'radical'. At both the theoretical level and in the practical 
realisation of the theory seen earlier - extract (4) - the notion of 'radicalism' can be 
understood to play an especially important role in this rhetoric. 
It is being suggested, therefore, that the Labour councillor (Ll) in extracts (6) and (8) 
is identitying with the party he formally represents and reproducing a common 
conception of the position of the party, in the course of defending the party's interests. 
This is despite the fact that in extract (8) he was seen to display some distance from the 
'modern element' of the party compared to the first Labour councillor. Below the same 
councillor will be seen to again display a preference for the notion of 'the centre', but 
this time a preference which is somewhat independent of party affiliation and inter-
party dispute, and is shared by councillors from other parties. 
Focus on the Labour councillor 
To illustrate these alternative currents the rest of the sequence from which extract (6) 
was taken will be firstly be examined. Following this, the wider sequential context of 
extract (7) (Conservative councillor) will be considered for similar features. 
(9) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
I: 
L1: 
,. 
I. 
L 1: 
I ... ] Uum (.) when we spoke briefly on the phone before you said 
you were quite cynical about the process of local government and you 
said you weren't very political. Would you would it be right to 
say you would you ever position yourself on the left or right if someone 
asked you about that? 
If somebody said where was I in the Labour Party (.) I would say (.) 
that the Labour Party has probably moved to the position that I've 
always held= 
=Which is? 
uum which would have been seen cen- as being centre right (.) in the 
Sixties when the Labour Party was quite leftwing 
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12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
Ll: 
I: 
Ll: 
Mm 
um bu1 now as the Labour Party appears to have moved more towards 
the centre er I'm probably seen as mainstream Labour. 
Right. Okay so so now you'd say you're in the centre then? 
I'm abou1 in the centre I'm maybe even a little to the (.) a shade to 
the left of the party. 
Right (.) yeah right. Uum and you've always been like that (.) you'd say 
before the Labour group was dominant here? would you say your 
position has always been in tha- you'd always describe it in that way 
[or 1 
[Ah 1 
d'you think it's changed? 
Well years ago as I say the Labour Party was more err leflwing than 
what it is now 
Yeah 
and therefore it's difficult to (.) i- i- if you're comparing me with the party 
then that has changed over the years 
Rig [ht 1 but you [gen lerally 
[But 1 [But 1 
in the whole 
but I don't feel as though! have changed. 
Right yeah 
I I feel that as the party has become more rightwing 
Mm 
uum (.) or more to the centre I should say er (.) I've (.) I've become 
more and more comfortable with it. 
Right (.) sure. So you're sort of in the centre now? 
I would say I'm in the centre of the party (.) pretty well. 
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In response to the initial question as to whether he would position himself on the 'left 
or right' (line 4) the councillor responds by reformulating it in more limited, intra-
party, terms: 'If somebody said where was I in the party' (line 6). Rather than 
providing a direct answer to this new question the councillor describes a mobile 
Labour Party which has moved to his own stable position: 'the Labour Party has 
probably moved to the position that I've always held' (lines 7-8). The impression given 
is of a position for himself independent of the Labour Party, having its own history 
distinct from his involvement with the latter. This constitutes another example of the 
management of the dilemma between historical change and the risk of such change 
inferring that he has himself passively changed along with it and is thus unprincipled. 
Hence it is suggested that the Labour Party has moved to the position which he has 
always held. 
Within this sentence on lines 6-8 the issue has changed from one of where he is within 
the Labour Party to where the Labour Party is in relation to him. Although we cannot 
tell whether or how the councillor would have continued with this response, it is clear 
that by the end of the sentence the theme initially introduced by the interviewer's 
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inquiry (lines 3-5), regarding the councillor's position in general, is again salient, 
although now left unspecified in tenns of 'left' and 'right'. This alternation reflects a 
certain ambivalence which, it will be shown, runs through the sequence as a whole and 
corresponds to the general effort by the councillor to avoid the inference of 
partisanship for himself. On one hand, positioning oneself within the party means that 
the position will be relative to the particular position of the party, so avoiding a 
position on the more absolute, supra-party, leftlright spectrum. On the other hand, 
there is the councillor's goal of positioning himself outside both the party and any kind 
ofleftlright spectrum, as seen in his talk of his unspecified stable position in relation to 
a mobile Labour Party. 
Thus, in the councillor's response just considered, instead of providing an immediate 
and straightforward denial of a position on the 'left or right', the restriction of the 
context of 'left' and 'right' to the party precedes a claim for his own independent and 
stable position. In this way, the official association with party is something which can 
be foregrounded when some fonn of political position has to be provided. It provides a 
safe frame of reference - albeit a half-way house - which ultimately is to be superseded 
as part of the on-going anti-partisan tendency. More support for this pattern will be 
provided as the analysis of this sequence proceeds. 
Following the councillor's response on lines 6-8, the interviewer on line 9 invites the 
councillor to specify 'the position' which he 'has always held'. Again, however, a 
direct answer in tenns of his current position is not forthcoming. The party (with its 
own intemalleft/right spectrum) once more fonns the immediate context, so that the 
labels assignable to his own constant position are said to change as the Labour Party 
moves over time. Certain important features of the construction of this part of the 
councillor's response should be immediately noted. Whilst the councillor talks of the 
Labour Party as having been 'quite leftwing' (line 1 I), and later notes that more 
recently it 'appears to have moved towards the centre' (lines \3-14), he does not own 
the descriptions for his position in a similar way. Rather, his position 'would have been 
seen cen- as being centre right (.) in the Sixties' (line 10-11), and he is now 'probably 
seen as mainstream Labour' (line 14). He thus rhetorically distances himself from such 
categories by associating them with other people's perspectives. He is not actually 
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these things in the way that the Labour Party was, in fact, 'quite leftwing' or, more . 
recently, 'more towards the centre'. Once again, such variation can be connected to 
the two-step manoeuvring by the councillor when it comes to self-positioning. As a 
consequence of the distancing he can be outside both the party and the left/right 
spectrum within it. But at the same time, and in order to give at least some information 
regarding his own position, by limiting the context for his position to the party he 
remains detached from the more general and absolute left/right spectrum, like that on 
which the 'Ieftwing' (line 11) Labour Party is positioned. 
The distancing begins with the introduction of the hypothetical tone back in the 
councillor's response to the interviewer's original question: 'If somebody said where 
was I in the Labour Party .... '. This tone is sustained for instance in the use of 
'probably' (lines 7 and 14). It presents the speaker as not knowing for sure, as 
speculating, thus providing him with the status of an outsider to adjustments in 
labelling conventions. Hence 'probably' in 'I'm probably seen as mainstream Labour' 
(line 14) could lead one to infer that the change in the way he is seen is not a notable 
concern of his, the speaker seeming instead to be rather detached from and out of step 
with that independent order of things. Similarly, the earlier instance of 'probably' in 
'the Labour Party has probably moved to the position I've always held', and 'appears' 
in 'the Labour Party appears to have moved more towards the centre', can be heard to 
suggest a personal detachment and unconcern regarding the theme of party movement. 
Contrasting with this speculative surmising is the apparent certainty of his own, 
historically consistent position: 'position I've always held' is expressed without 
qualification. 
The category 'mainstream Labour' (line 14) also deserves particular attention. Firstly, 
as already suggested, it allows the councillor to avoid taking a supra-party 'centre' 
position, like that attributed to the Labour Party, on a general spectrum. Although the 
position he has 'always held' now corresponds to that of Labour Party, this position is 
neither 'centre' like the party nor - thanks to the 'probably seen as' - does he fully 
identify it as 'mainstream Labour'. Secondly, the description is 'mainstream Labour' 
rather than for example 'centre of the Labour Party'. The former is the ordinary, 
reasonable, majority of the Labour Party. It stands opposed to any partial grouping, is 
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mainstream rather than extreme. It represents the peak of the speaker's exercise in 
dissociating himself from any left/right spectrum., including a 'centre' position., in order 
to claim a primarily non-partisan identity: he is not in the 'centre', nor in the 'centre' of 
the Labour Party, nor 'mainstream Labour', but 'probably seen as mainstream Labour'. 
So far there have appeared signs of a preference for a 'centre' position which 
represents the other side of the anti-partisan coin to the resistance to a 'left' position 
(and avoidance of 'right') demonstrated by the Labour councillor (L8) in extracts (3), 
(4) and (5). As already noted with reference to extract (9) for instance, it is only once 
the Labour Party has moved 'more towards the centre' that he attributes to himself a 
'mainstream Labour' position. The impression of him remaining stable in the 'centre' is 
also nicely supported by the changes in the descriptions employed: he appears as 
'centre right' of the party when it was 'Ieftwing', and as 'mainstream' of the party 
when the party following its move 'towards the centre' (i.e. the position he has 'always 
held'). Furthermore, the subsequent question by the interviewer on line 15 ('Okay so 
so now you'd say you're in the centre then?') shows that despite talk of 'mainstream 
Labour' and the various distancing strategies, the councillor's prior claim can still be 
interpreted as suggesting a 'centre' position for himself 
From a slightly different perspective, it is worth highlighting the asymmetry in the 
description of the Labour Party as compared to that of himself. While the Labour Party 
is 'Ieftwing', the councillor in turn is not 'rightwing' of the party but 'centre right' 
(lines 10-11). This asymmetry can be interpreted on one hand in terms of the potential 
concerns of a Labour representative. For without a qualifying 'centre', 'right' may 
provide an unacceptably conservative inference. One could imagine the reverse 
scenario whereby a Conservative may feel uneasy about the connotations of an 
unmitigated 'left'. But within the wider context of the preference for non-partisanship, 
the asymmetry may also be taken to suggest a role for 'centre' in mitigating the 
partisanship of 'right'. This possibility with be more fully explored in a discussion of 
the next interview. 
In line 15 the councillor is invited to provide explicit confirmation of a 'centre' 
position. Significantly, when he responds by mentioning a slight leftward leaning ('a 
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shade to the left of the party', lines 16-17), he evokes a more limited left/right 
spectrum within the party. 
15 
16 
17 
I: 
L 1: 
Right. Okay so so now you'd say you're in the centre then? 
I'm about in the centre I'm maybe even a little to the (.) a shade to 
the left of the party. 
A virtue of the term 'mainstream', appearing earlier in line 14, is that it manages to 
evoke the general tendency or reasonable majority while avoiding more precise 
groupings (indeed it can marginalise 'left' and 'right' in a way that 'centre' cannot: 
'centre' does not necessarily infer a majority in the way 'mainstream' does). 
Correspondingly, when the councillor is invited to directly affirm an unequivocal 
'centre' position (this time one which he rather than others would claim for himself: 
'you'd say you're in the centre then?'), 'centre' is treated as being unsatisfactory by 
itself and other positional information is introduced. 
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After showing a reluctance to provide an unequivocal position (,about in the centre'), 
he says that 'maybe' he is 'even a little to the (.) a shade to the left of the party'. 
Whatever the reasons for him wanting to mention a slight leftwards orientation, it is 
significant that the claim of being 'a shade to the left of the party' displays great 
sensitivity to overstepping the mark. The 'little to the' is downgraded to 'a shade to 
the' - and thus the qualification is qualified - and the 'even' which precedes them 
emphasises the minimal nature of the leftward leaning. And as was just mentioned, the 
context of the 'shade to the left' is restricted to the 'party'. It seems then that while 
'mainstream Labour' could be sufficiently broad to avoid the need for such subtle 
distinctions, once the specifics of the left/right framework are foregrounded and are 
thus unavoidable as a frame of reference, certain equivocations and micro-adjustments 
are made. These work against the notion of any clear commitment to a particular 
stance, while still demonstrating the attractiveness of the safe 'centre' compared to a 
more 'one-sided' position. 
Further signs of an unwillingness to evoke a pure 'centre' position can be noted: the 
descriptions in lines 13-14 ('more towards the centre') and line 36 (,more to the 
centre') stand opposed to a clear-cut 'to the centre' and certainly to 'in the centre'. 
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The councillor's equivocation is registered in the structure ofthe interviewer's 
question at the end of the extract, when the former is asked to confirm that he is 'sort 
o/in the centre' (line 38). This contrasts with the previous question in line IS: 'so now 
you'd say you're in the centre then?' 
24 L1: 
25 
26 I: 
27 L1: 
28 
29 I: 
30 L1: 
31 I: 
32 L1: 
33 I: 
34 L1: 
35 I: 
36 L 1: 
37 
38 I: 
39 L1: 
Well years ago as I say the Labour Party was more err leftwing than 
what it is now 
Yeah 
and therefore it's difficult to (.) i- i- if you're comparing me with the party 
then that has changed over the years 
Rig [ht ) but you [gen )erally 
[But ) [But) 
in the whole 
but I don't feel as though! have changed. 
Right yeah 
I I feel that as the party has become more rightwing 
Mm 
uum (.) or more to the centre I should say er (.) I've (.) I've become 
more and more comfortable with it. 
Right (.) sure. So you're sort of in the centre now? 
I would say I'm in the centre of the party (.) pretty well. 
In response to the question on line 38 the councillor once more introduces the party 
context ('centre of the party', line 39), whilst maintaining the equivocation with the 
subsequent 'pretty well'. 
We are now in a position to reconsider the initial question of why in lines 34 to 36 of 
this extract the councillor produces the self-repair of 'more rightwing' to 'more to the 
centre'. Close attention to the extract as a whole has suggested that it is concerns other 
than with party interests which seem to compete as an explanation for the substitution 
of one description of party movement for another. 
By associating the councillor's preference for 'centre' with an unwarranted anti-
partisanship, we are picturing a 'centre' which is opposed to 'left' and 'right', rather 
than one which rests in the middle of a linear scale in which 'left' and 'right' form the 
main opposition. (This remains the case despite the recognition that in the context of a 
Labour councillor, 'right' is not semantically equivalent to 'left' as the former is likely 
to carry less favourable connotations.) In the latter case the left/right opposition merely 
disappears so that only a centre ground remains - a politics without adversaries. But in 
the former case the antagonistic relation has shifted so that 'left' and 'right' (ie. 
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politics) become the adversaries, to be fought against and resisted. ~o rather than 
'left', 'right' and 'centre' being merely tokens standing for particular ideas, it becomes 
meaningful in its own right in the sense of being hierarchically organised within an 
ideological matrix which prescribes against rigid political partisanship. But at the same 
time, the context is still one of political membership. It is within these contradictory 
circumstances that the dilemma between being independent of the party and affiliated 
with it is played out. 
It can be proposed that an explanation for the self-repair purely in terms of a party-
political, defensive concern is no longer adequate. Like earlier in the sequence when 
the councillor connects his 'mainstream Labour' position to the Labour Party having 
moved to the 'centre' (lines 13-14), there are two preferences for the 'centre' - one 
formal and one informal or common sense based - functioning concurrently. And as 
with the warranted and unwarranted resistance to 'left' in extracts (3) and (4), they 
seem, within the sequential situation, to be largely indistinguishable. The formal 
'centre' can be understood by reference to the councillor's role as a Labour Party 
representative. Such an individual is here seen to face particular party-political 
argumentative considerations, and to have available relatively well established 
rhetorical repertoires to help deal effectively with such concerns. We see an argument 
regarding the movement ofthe Labour Party in a context of continuing political 
division where 'rightwing' remains associated with the other main party. With regards 
to the common sense preference for 'centre', an important feature of the self-repair 
episode is that the councillor is talking about his own position through describing the 
movement of the Labour Party: as the party moves to the 'centre', so he has 'become 
more and more comfortable with it' (lines 36-37). Thus a personal concern for non-
partisanship is a plausible explanation for the choice of 'centre' over 'rightwing'. The 
fact that in extract (9) the councillor broadly shares a 'centre' position with the party, 
might have given him the appearance ofidenti£Ying, and changing, with the party's 
agenda. This is avoided through the claim for historical consistency, the speaker 
portraying the party as having moved to the position which he has always held. 
The co-existence of continuing party-political division and the inclination to transcend 
it, ensures the mixture of partisan and non-partisan identifications in the sequence, 
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which correspond to different rhetorical concerns. For example, foregrounding party 
membership is used to relativise and mitigate the notion of identification with 'left' or 
'right' and even 'centre'. And party identification is also implicated in the concern to 
defend party interests. At the same time, however, a primary concern is to nurture a 
position independent of the party. Concerning the topic of the left/right distinction, we 
have pointed to the possibility that the vocabulary of 'left' and 'right' are used for 
others but not for oneself when self is the object, 'centre' may be employed in a 
mitigating role. This raises the theme of projection, which will be explored in greater 
detail below. Finally, the fact that even identification with a 'centre' position remains 
equivocal (e.g. 'I would say I'm in the centre of the party (.) pretty well', line 39), 
again indicates a continuing tension between the need to provide some partisan 
identification and the desire for complete transcendence of such a thing. 
As the remainder of the chapter will show, the co-occurrence of distancing from one's 
party and identification with it, is a pattern also observable in the talk of the 
Conservative councillor encountered briefly earlier in the chapter. It has already been 
hinted, however, that there is another form of contemporary dilemma concerning one's 
relation to the party, which would be specific to a Labour representative. Whereas the 
first Labour councillor (L8) unambiguously aligned himself with the 'modem Labour 
element', and in opposition to 'Old Labour', subsequently we have seen signs of a 
more equivocal identification. In extract (8), when L1 conceded a decline in the 
radicalism of the Labour Party, he implied some distance between himself and the 
current position of the party (there was a sense that the party had moved away from his 
position) and a distance also from the New Labour/Third Way agenda. In extract (9), 
however, a different picture stands out. Despite a general concern to distance himself 
from the party, his own position and that of the party are suggested to have converged 
as a result ofthe latter having moved 'more towards the centre' (i.e. the position he 
has 'always held'), and his voice seems very much that of the Third Way_ 
The Conservative councillor 
The Conservative councillor (C3) mentioned earlier will now be returned to. This 
speaker provides an opportunity to expand on how the party-political organisation 
(and identities) of current political life intersect with anti-partisanship, so that the 
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former can be reinforced and yet also transcended. The basic structure of the following 
extract is conspicuously similar to extract (9) above. Again a personal history, told 
through reference to movements of the party, is provided. As the Conservative Party 
shifts position his own claimed stable position outside the party can be labelled 
differently. Immediately prior to the start of the sequence, the councillor, at the 
interviewer's prompting, has been attempting to name some distinctively 'rightwing' 
politicians. 
(10) 
1 I: 
2 
3 
4 C3: 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 I: 
14 
15 C3: 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 I: 
23 
24 C3: 
25 I: 
26 C3: 
27 I: 
28 C3: 
29 I: 
30 C3: 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 I: 
Urn (.) you wouldn~ (0.2) would you position yourself in relation to 
them at all? would you in t~e party within the party if there were (0.2) 
or not? 
Let me tum that round and say to you this. (.) In Nineteen (1.0) Eighty 
(0.4) I suppose I could've you would've defined me as centre right 
within the party at that time. Of course there were clearly figures 
in the then government (.) who were of the centre left (.) err who 
looked back to (.) err the kind of consensus approach uum (0.3) a a 
I've forgotton I mean GiI- Gilmore comes to mind for instance. Err 
now I was very committed to what the Thatcher government was doing 
in terms of say employment law err particularly in taxation policy 
err (0.2) particularly of economics. 
Mm 
(0.3) 
So I'd have been on the centre right of the party then (0.3) but (0.2) in 
the party now (0.2) the whole the whole (.) country's sort of political 
base has shifted as I've just said. (.) The Labour Party has accepted 
almost lock stock and barrel (.) or its leadership has accepted (.) the 
reforms in our society brought about in the past eighteen years. So the 
whole thing has shifted tQ the right if you if you want want to use those 
terms 
But you you don't want to use them? You're very wary about using 
them? 
Well I'm conscious that you want to want to explore these [terms 
[yeah yeah 
I'm using that [using that vocabulary 
[Yeah sure yeah 
if that's helpful you know to our conversation 
Mmmm= 
=So if we're gonna use those terms as a moment and hypothesis you 
can say the whole country has shifted to the right (0.7) errm (0.3) but 
(.) that that leaves me sort of on the centre centre left of the current 
Conservative Party I think. (.) We haven't touch- touched on the 
European issue very much= 
=You'd never talk about middles and centres and stuff? ( ... ) 
At the beginning of the sequence the councillor claims to have previously been 
describable as 'centre right within the party' (lines 5-6). There is evidence that the 
councillor is rhetorically distancing himself from the descriptions of his political 
position in a way that closely resembles the pattern seen earlier in extract (9). He 
Party-Polipcal Identification and Anti-politics 219 
appears to be softening his own political identification by conditionally presenting it as 
being made by a hypothetical other. Thus, in addition to the hedging in the form of' I 
suppose' (line 5), the self-repair of ' I could've' to 'you would've' is especially 
suggestive in terms of an avoidance of a simple self-positioning. Following this move 
of the 'whole country' (line 31) to 'the right', his own position appears different: 'but 
that that leaves me sort of on the centre centre left of the current Conservative Party I 
think' (lines 31-33). The 'leaves me' and 'I think' emphasise his detachment from a 
particular order of events including the mobile Conservative Party and the left/right 
spectrum within it. They contribute to the overall impression of a merely hypothetical 
consideration of the shifts in his own - intra-party - position corresponding to the 
actual movements in the wider political scene. This helps constitute an account of his 
independent, stable position. The relative stability is indicated particularly in the change 
from a 'centre right' label for himself to a 'centre centre left' one with the movement 
of the 'whole country's political base' to the right (if he also had moved one might 
expect that he would still now be on the 'centre right' of the party). 
In this extract, in contrast to the previous one, it is the interviewer who initially 
specifies the party as the setting for the councillor's discussion of his political position 
(line 2). However, the effort to undermine any essentialist account of his position is 
still detectable in the emphatic 'current' in 'current Conservative Party' (lines 32-33) 
which historicises that which his position is compared to. A similar effect is provided 
by the words 'at that time' (line 6) (appearing despite the councillor having once 
already specified a date for a particular description of position in the party: 'Nineteen 
(1.0) Eighty', line 4), as well as the comparison between 'party then' (line IS) and 
'party now' (line 16). 
While everything else moves to the 'right', the description of his position changes from 
'centre right of the party' (line IS) to 'centre centre left of the current Conservative 
Party' (lines 32-33). As already noted this evokes the basic stability and independence 
of his position which has bucked the near universal move to the right. With reference 
to the above comments about the preference for a 'centre' categorisation, in the 
instance of 'centre centre left' it appears that 'centre' forms the beginning point or safe 
base from which a more one-sided position can be tentatively (i.e. accompanied by 
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another 'centre') evoked. On display again, therefore, is the rhetorical function of 
'centre' in mitigating what appears to represent a more one-sided, antagonistic, 
political agenda. More generally, the description as a whole provides equivocation or 
slippage similar to that seen in extract (9), and which can counter the inference of 
commitment to a particular stance. This equivocation is heightened by the words 'sort 
of and 'I think'. 
Concerning the last two lines of the sequence ('We haven't touch- touched on the 
European issue very much', lines 33-34), it might again be possible to speak of an 
attempt by the councillor to change the topic of the discussion. Such an observation 
can be made despite an absence of a discontinuity marker (such as 'and' or 'anyway'). 
There is just a very short pause marking the possible move away from the topic of the 
speaker's own political position to that of the 'European issue'. The interviewer, 
however, does not take up his idea for a new topic, focusing instead in line 35 on 
another left/right-related matter ('You'd never talk about middles and centres and 
stufl'?'). So in addition to the various efforts at mitigation and distancing associated 
with the portrayal of a stable 'centre' position, there are signs of a reluctance by the 
councillor to dwell on (or to wait for the interviewer to move on from) the matter of 
labelling his political position. 
Arguably, the most interesting and idiosyncratic feature of this extract is the 'if you 
want to use those terms' following 'shifted to the right' (line 20). This appendage 
overtly acknowledges the. interviewer as the one who has earlier foregrounded the 
left/right terminology as a potential resource for talking about politics. Consequently, 
the councillor can distance himself from his use of 'right'. He is prepared to use this 
term to facilitate ('helpful to our conversation', line 28) the interviewer's wish 'to 
explore these terms' (line 24). He is bracketing off whether or not he would use this 
word in a non-interview situation, and treating them as a 'hypothesis' (line 30) in order 
to co-operate with the interviewer's project. In the course of this section he implies 
that there is a reasonable case for not using 'right'. Interestingly, despite having just 
employed the term 'right', the speaker goes on to refer in the plural to 'those terms' 
(20-21). In this way, he packages 'rightwing' together with the left/right terminology 
as a whole, and distances himself from the latter. Hence, his distancing is more 
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categorical than if it had just been 'that' term, 'rightwing', which he was distancing 
himself from. When the interviewer questions whether the line 'if you want to use 
those terms' can be interpreted as implying that the councillor himself does not want to 
use them (lines 22-23), the councillor does not affirm or deny that this is the case. 
Instead he highlights his primary commitment to facilitating the externally-initiated task 
at hand. fIis ambivalent relationship to this term is therefore sustained. 
One way of characterising the operation of 'if you want to use those terms' involves 
reference to what conversation analysts call 'recipient design'. This extremely broad 
concept denotes the ways 'in which talk by a party in a conversation is constructed or 
designed in ways which display an orientation and sensitivity to the particular other(s) 
who are the coparticipants' (Sacks et al., 1978, p. 43). One issue, for example, which 
is commonly mentioned as coming under this heading is the question of how an 
utterance may be constructed in order that it be understandable for this particular 
recipient, given the knowledge that the speaker presupposes the recipient to have (ten 
Have, 1999). This type of recipient design has been studied by, for example, 
highlighting instances whereby speakers seek to establish mutual recognition, between 
themselves and the recipient, of someone or something they are referring to (Sacks and 
Schegloff, 1979). 
If in extract (10) the councillor had just produced 'to the right' by itself, one could 
have described this as having been recipient designed. For it is produced to fit the 
interviewer's agenda - the interviewer being the one who originally raised, and kept on 
raising, the topic of the left/right distinction. But by adding the words 'if you want to 
use those terms', the speaker overtly draws attention to the fact that his use of 'right' 
is designed specifically to fit the interviewer's agenda. This strategy, which might be 
characterised as a form of , doing' recipient design in conversation, allows him to both 
use - and so gain rhetorical benefit from - the term, and to distance himself from it. 
We can speak of two levels of 'rhetorical projection' occurring at this point in the 
extract. Firstly, it is only something other than himself(i.e. 'the whole country's 
political base') which is described as having moved to 'the right'. This pattern is 
comparahle to the Labour councillor's (LI) use of an unmitigated 'leftwing' to 
describe the position of the Labour Party, but a mitigated 'right' (Le. 'centre right') to 
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describe himself The second level of projection involves motivation ('want') for the 
selection of the term 'rightwing' itself being projected onto others. There is evidence 
from other studies of ideologically significant talk that rhetorical projection is likely to 
play a prominent part in the management of ideological dilemmas (Billig et al., 1988; 
Billig, 1992; Wetherell and Potter, 1992). It constitutes a form of denial that enables 
speakers to avoid criticism of themselves for possessing a socially undesirable belief, or 
identity, by suggesting that it is in fact others who are the nationalists/racists/sexists, 
or, at least, the 'real' nationalists/racists/sexists. It can be understood as a means of 
confirming the social undesirability of certain forms of beliefs and identities in order 
that such beliefs and identities can be maintained in a more subtle, or less conspicuous 
form. This can be illustrated by considering Billig's (1997b) research on talk relating to 
the theme of race. His study was based around an examination of ordinary families 
discussing the possibility of a member of the British Royal Family marrying a non-
white person. The interviewees were seen to project socially unacceptable racist 
desires for a white marriage partner away from themselves and onto the Royal Family 
and/or an ill-defined notion of the public. Although the desire may be attributed to the 
Royal Family, criticism of the Royals for being so inclined was still absent. Also, even 
when in the process of projecting such desires onto others, the speakers themselves 
could at times be observed to subtly echo a discourse of racism. There were thus 
simultaneously signs of a distancing from such desires and of tacit support for them. 
In the process of projection in extract (10), 'right' can be both employed and yet not 
employed (i.e. through the councillor distancing himself from its use). Its use in the 
statement 'moved to the right' does provide particular argumentative benefits in terms 
of party-political dispute: the Labour Party has 'lost' the argument by accepting key 
tenets (,almost lock stock and barrel', line 18) ofa Conservative Party agenda. (This 
identification with the party is tempered however by the fact that the councillor is 
simultaneously sketching out a position for himself independent of the Conservative 
Party whose interests he is championing. Reference to the Labour Party shift is 
subjugated within an account of the more general shift which includes the Conservative 
Party but not himself) Rhetorical projection, therefore, provides a means of 
accomplishing political business or furthering partisan interests, while, or even through, 
claiming a non-partisan position. It reflects a situation whereby an inclination to avoid 
---------- ----------------------------
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the terminology ofleft/right, and partisanship more generally, coincides with the 
continuing centrality of political distinctions. The latter can be partly understood by the 
following chain of argument. The rationale for political parties is that they differ from 
rival parties. Labour and Conservative have to distinguish themselves from each other. 
Such distancing is not accomplished in a random political manner, but conventionally is 
still managed through left/right distinctions. This is reflected in the above comment on 
how 'rightwing' remains broadly associated with the Conservative Party - an 
association demonstrated again in the Conservative councillor's triumphant description 
of the 'whole thing' moving towards the 'right'. 
These points take us back to the idea of 'left' and 'right' having an ambivalent status in 
contemporary common sense, as well as in Third Way theoretical ideas. Regarding the 
latter, 'left' and 'right' are not portrayed as being completely redundant, but persist in 
being attributed some validity. This is connected with the continuing salience of 
emancipatory political struggles, and, more broadly, the need to distinguish the Labour 
Party from its competitors in the political field. Thus the Third WayINew Labour claim 
to the label 'centre left' is meant to signal the continuing adherence to values which 
have traditionally provided the party with a distinct purpose. 
In summary, the juxtaposition of a Labour and a Conservative councillor has meant 
that the strength of the tacit consensus across party lines in terms of resistance to 
partisanship could be emphasised. It has also allowed one to observe the management 
of contradictory identities which correspond to the co-occurrence of a climate of 
consensus and continuing political division. The apparent furthering of party interests 
in the battle of ideas is accompanied by self-positioning outside party and an 
unwarranted preference for a 'centre' position. Party identification was seen to play a 
part in the rhetorical avoidance of a position on the 'left' or 'right', although such 
identification with party is subsequently to be transcended. And rather than 'left' and 
'right' being universally banished, they surface in descriptions of objects other than 
councillors themselves. This dilemmatic patterning is especially well illustrated on 
occasions when an initial anti-partisan move is complimented by a further level of 
mitigation or distancing. Examples would include the time when even a 'centre' 
position, which has been produced in opposition to the poles of 'left' and 'right', is 
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mitigated, or made less indicative of commitment to a particularistic position. This may 
be achieved through the suggestion of equivocation and/or it being contextualised 
within the party. There was also the use of a distancing device to project responsibility 
for selection of the terms of 'left' or 'right' onto others - something which took place 
even when the object being described was not oneself 
Variation within one interview 
Other studies have suggested that the existence of dilemmatic ideological themes can 
be reflected in variation within the talk of a single speaker (Billig et al., 1988). As the 
discursive context changes during an interview - such as, in the present study, from self 
as the obj.ect of description to others as object - so one can predict that conflicting 
ideological themes will come rhetorically to the fore. This final section of analysis will 
attempt to outline such variation within the interview with the Conservative councillor 
in order to develop the above conclusions about councillors' ambivalence with regard 
to partisan identification. This focus on variation also provides a chance to further 
explore the role, and local contingencies, of the distancing device described above (i.e. 
of 'doing' recipient design), through comparing occasions when it occurs with those 
when it does not. 
(11 ) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
Okay so when C.) you talked about eanier the parties coming closer 
together 
Yes 
now have they both move- how have they moved would you say? 
Could you describe their [could you say 
[Well I think the Labour Party has has has m-
has moved enonmously by accepting so much of what Conservatives' 
Governments did in the Eighties and Nineties C.) in economic and 
social policy. 
So you'd never say that they've moved to the right? 
The Labour Party has? Yes I would. 
Oh you would? 
00 yes [indeed I would. 
[Right 
They've I think they've very MUCH moved to the right C·) emm 
(.) markedly so under Blair. Emm= 
=And have the Conservative Party moved to the left? 
C2.6) 
I don't think the Conservative Party has C.) in any way rejected (1.4) 
the the changes brought about by the Thatcher government. The 
rhetoric changed under Major (.) the community charge was cleany 
perceived to to be you know not a thing the public was persuaded 
er persuaded of and had to be had to be changed (.) but I mean the 
Conservative Party quite clearly still stands by the reforms in Trade 
• 
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25 
26 
27 
28 
I: 
C3: 
Unions the er attack on inflation and so on and so on those Eighties 
and Nineties [social ] and economic policies. No. Labour Party has 
[Mm mm] 
has really joined us and come onto our ground. 
225 
In this instance the councillor does not accompany the term 'right' (line 15) with a 
distancing manoeuvre. Rather than any hesitancy regarding the use of this term, it is 
embraced full-heartedly when describing others: 'They've I think they've very MUCH 
moved to the right (.) emn (.) markedly so under B1air' (lines 15-16). The 'moved to 
the right' of the prior question is upgraded to 'very MUCH moved to the right'. This is 
followed by a denial of the councillor's inquiry as to whether the Conservative Party 
has 'moved to the left', it being claimed that the Conservative Party has remained 
essentially consistent in its policies. As the councillor asserts on lines 26 and 28, the 
'Labour Party has really joined us and come onto our ground'. 
It is useful to look back to the appearance of 'right' in the councillor's talk in extract 
(10), where it is accompanied by the distancing device. In that instance the term 
appears to be more spontaneously generated in the sense of not following a recent use 
of it by the interviewer. It arrives instead in the midst of an extended monologue. In 
that previous extract it is as if, because 'right' hasn't already been introduced by a 
recent question from the interviewer, the interviewer has to be summoned up so that 
'right' can be used. 
When the councillor's own position was at issue in extract (10), it was everything else 
including the Conservative Party ('the whole (.) country's sort of political base', lines 
16-17) which had moved to the 'right'. This allowed the councillor's position to be 
independent of the Conservative Party, instead remaining constant in the 'centre'. In 
extract (11) it is specifically the 'parties' which form the main topic ('so when (.) you 
talked about earlier the parties coming closer together', lines 1-2). When the councillor 
is asked how the parties have 'moved', only the Labour Party is mentioned as having 
moved, as part of an argument for the ascendancy of the Conservative Party agenda: 
'Well I think the Labour Party has has has moved enormously by accepting so much of 
what Conservatives governments did in the Eighties and Nineties (.) in economic and 
social policy'. In this case there is a willingness to specifY 'Conservative governments' 
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as the agent, and so emphasise the general context of party-political dispute; i.e. that 
the Conservatives have won the battle of ideas against Labour. In contrast, when 
earlier, in extract (10), the councillor is dissociating himself from everything else, 
including the Conservative Party, we are told only that it is 'reforms ... brought about in 
the past eighteen years' (line 19) which have been accepted by the Labour Party - there 
is no mention of the party responsible for the reforms. 
The category 'right' is now used in a restricted sense to describe only the Labour Party 
(rather than the 'whole country's political base'). In this example, then, the councillor 
identifies more with the party which he represents, together occupying a stable 
position. This identification is clearly inferred in the final few lines of the sequence: 
'No. Labour Party has really joined us and come onto our ground'. With the use of 
'us' and 'our' the councillor's role as party representative becomes pre-eminent, a 
merging of interests being evoked. So it would appear that when party-political 
concerns become more salient, that to which 'right' refers narrows accordingly. While 
the Labour Party 'moves' to the 'right' (because they were 'left') and thus towards the 
Conservative Party, the councillor and the Conservative Party stay the same, although 
their position is left unspecified. Across the sequence, the rhetorical contrast between 
'moving' to the 'right' and 'being' on the (unstated) 'right' appears quite strong. 
In order to further elucidate the significance of this sequence within the argumentative 
pattern as whole, extract (12) will be considered. 
(12) 
1 I: 
2 
3 
4 
5 C3: 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 I: 
15 C3: 
16 I: 
Okay. So how does left and right relate to this particularly you? you 
know again if what could you say intuitively? Would you ever (.) put 
yourself on that does that distinction make any sense to you your own 
position? 
Let me try out a few points of that to you. (0.5) Err (0.2) it's partly 
an emotional thing. In some ways I think (.) er the left perhaps (0.2) 
prefers to wear its heart on its sleeve more than the right does. That 
doesn't mean to say that the right is unfeeling but there's a difference 
in temperament and emotion there. I think there is also errn (.) a a 
tax issue (.) in that (.) I do think there are still in the parties of the the 
of the centre (.) an inclination a drive err towards that little bit (.) more 
taxation that little bit more spending. And again nationally and 
locally. I'll give you an example if you like. 
This is the left? 
[Yes 
[This is their tendency? Right. 
Party-Political Identification and Anti-politics 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
39 
40 
41 
42 
43 
44 
45 
46 
47 
48 
49 
50 
51 
52 
53 
54 
55 
56 
57 
58 
59 
60 
61 
62 
63 
64 
65 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I think so. On the left you could say er (.) Brown's er first 
summer budget and its its sort of five billion pound a year tax increase 
on on pension funds equivalent to two p on income tax. A very well 
concealed tax come on it's a big tax increase. And you can see it locally 
perhaps (.) on the issue of (.) which you know is very topical right 
right this week. Er is the council going to spend a million pounds 
(.) plus on a museum or is it going to actually not use that it is going 
to sort of (0.2) increase the balances to for the rainy day or reduce the 
council tax? So you could see it in those line- those terms as well. 
To do with spending? 
Mm 
Right. [This is a crucial issue 
[Tax taxing taxing and spending 
the spending is a sort of defining point 
The taxing and spending are defining points because there impact upon 
inflation. Because inflation erodes savings (.) erm (0.2) my approach 
is (.) that I think people (.) should take responsibility (.) for saving 
for looking after themselves and their families for being responsible 
for their own lives (.) um (.) and although I think parties of the left if 
you want to use those terms still (.) subscribe to that much much more 
[than they did in the past 
[Would you use those terms though? 
As as a shorthand I would. But I think in the kind of conversation we're 
having now they clearly need ex- need exploring. (.) Uum (.) yes I I aa 
my temperament is much more towards the the personal responsibility 
which is which is expressed in in financial terms in in the sense of of 
saving of you know taking care for the rainy day in the future. 
Is that rightwing? Is that a [rightwing thing I 
[NO I no II 
I know I know it's a bit difficult but I'm just 
[Right 
[I'm just curious to say. (.) It isnt? 
Right. (0.5) Is it a rightwing view? It's a Conservative view (0.5) 
errm (.) 
Yeah 
The term rightwing and leftwing does become I think (.) those terms 
do become (.) very hard to use with meaning. They're clearly terms of 
political rhetoric. (.) Errm they're clearly terms that can be used in in 
vigorous debate. They're terms which perhaps had a more coherent 
intellectual force at a time (.) perhaps when the the Conservative Party 
of the pre-Second World War era was so different from the 
Conservative Party of now err (0.2) w- the era of pre-nationalisation 
for instance. But (0.2) how far [they use-
Yes yes 
Right 
[Sorry the pre-war era? 
How far they really usefully describe very much I'm not sure I mean 
(.) they're a bit like the word nice aren't they? you know many things 
are nice but nice in what way you've to say. 
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Leading on from the interviewer's question at the beginning of the sequence the 
councillor starts to speculate on the criteria distinguishing 'the left' and 'the right'. 
Both in this initial section (lines 5-13) and that following the next question on line 14 
(,This is the left?'), the terms 'left' and 'right' are used unreflectively such that their 
validity as descriptive resources is implicitly accepted by the councillor. Firstly, he 
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notes that 'it's partly an emotional thing' (lines 5-6), with the left preferring 'to wear 
its heart on its sleeve more than the right does' (line 7). He then goes on to identify a 
tendency of 'the left' for more 'taxation' and 'spending' (line 12). Subsequently, the 
councillor follows on from the interviewer's request for clarification ('To do with 
spending?', line 26; 'the spending is a sort of defining point?', line 30) by elaborating 
on why 'taxing and spending are defining points' (line 31). At this stage a more overt 
personal voice can be observed as he fIeshes out his own political stance on these 
matters: 'my approach is (.) that I think people (.) should take responsibility (.) for 
saving for looking after themselves and their families ... ' (lines 32-34). 
In the midst of this argument he turns to deal critically with 'parties ofthe left', here 
accompanied by 'if you want to use those terms still' (lines 35-36). In contrast to the 
earlier distancing device, there is now added the word 'still'. This betrays more of a 
personal stance concerning the term 'left', implying a view of the vocabulary of 'left' 
and 'right' as somewhat dated. There are thus echoes here of the stories of progress 
noted above. On this occasion also, the interviewer does not confront the councillor 
with an interpretation of the distancing move, as in extract (10). So instead of ascribing 
a negative motivation to him (e.g. 'you don't want to use them?') he asks more 
neutrally whether the councillor himself would use them: 'Would you use those terms 
thoughT To this the councillor provides what is again a less than direct response. 
Whilst he does suggest that he would use the terminology of 'left' and 'right' in a non-
interview situation (i.e. produced on his own initiative rather than in response to the 
recipient's agenda), this is only as a 'shorthand'. What is now explicitly declared as 
recipient designed is not the use of 'left', but the 'doing' of recipient design itself: the 
nature of the current 'conversation' (line 40) is presented as warranting a more 
objecti£Ying distance from this terminology. 
Once again therefore a more spontaneous production of 'left' - i.e. not leading on 
directly from the interviewer's question - is explicitly presented as being recipient 
designed. Requests for clarification of the meaning of this presentation for the 
councillor's own relationship to the left/right terminology, in both extracts (10) and 
(12) produces neither a clear acceptance nor a clear dismissal of such terminology. A 
claim is made regarding the specificity of the interview inquiry and the ambivalence of 
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the distancing device is thus sustained. In the 'recipient design' episode in extract (12), 
'left' appears both to maintain some validity (again, it can be useful for distinguishing 
between the parties) and to be treated as increasingly outdated and problematic as a 
means of description; it is both affirmed and negated. Within the process of describing 
someone or something other than the councillor himself, 'left' and right' can be 
argumentatively deployed so long as they can appear as being introduced by others. 
In the remainder of the extract the councillor explicitly dismisses the validity of 
left/right terminology as a means of describing his own views. The interviewer in line 
44 asks the councillor whether his just mentioned opinions are 'rightwing'. The strong 
agitated negative answer displays exasperation that the left/right framework is yet 
again being topicalised. When the question is repeated in a negative form ('It isn't?, 
line 48) the councillor responds with his preferred version: 'It's a Conservative view'. 
Before producing this alternative description, however, the councillor repeats the initial 
question - 'Is it a rightwing view?' Some researchers have pointed out that responding 
to an interviewer's question by asking a reformulated version of it, can both signal that 
the original question is a troublesome one, and enable the interviewee to escape the 
need to give a direct response to that question (Hutchby and Wooffitt, 1998). In the 
case of extract (12), re-posing a slightly customised version of the original question 
allows the councillor to avoid having to provide the simple yes/no answer which would 
otherwise be required in response to the interviewer's question. He can instead provide 
his preferred version ('It's a Conservative view'), whilst conveying strongly that he is 
answering the question. This response again illustrates the foregrounding of party 
identification in preference to identification involving the left/right terminology. In the 
process a direct rejection of , right wing' is avoided. 
Before this point the councillor has not identified his views with any particular 
nameable position - he talks instead merely of , my approach' and 'I think'. When, 
however, he is given the choice of describing his views as 'rightwing', an invocation of 
his party association constitutes a 'half-way house' escape route of the sort highlighted 
in the discussion of extract (9). The councillor next proceeds to launch into the attempt 
to discredit the terms 'Ieftwing' and 'rightwing' (lines 52-65). The construction of this 
account so as to invoke a narrative of progress was discussed in Chapter 6. 
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We have witnessed the councillor employ left/right tenninology in a seemingly 
unqualified way at the start of the sequence, and with a distancing device when the 
term (used for describing something other than himself) does not follow directly from 
the question's lead but appears spontaneously. When, however, his own views are 
foregrounded for categorisation there is an avoidance of direct answering, and an overt 
extended criticism of the very foundations of the left/right classificatory system. 
All this suggests that we might view extract (I I) - which, it is important to note, 
follows shortly after extract (12) in the interview - slightly differently. It may be 
remarked initially that the councillor's recent criticism of the terms 'rightwing' and 
'Ieftwing' in the final section of extract (12) appears to be reflected in the negative 
phrasing of the interviewer's question on line 7 of extract (I I) and in the expression of 
surprise (line 9) in reaction to the interviewees' response. 
(11 ) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
now have they both move- how have they moved would you say? 
Could you describe their [could you say 
[Well I think the Labour Party has has has m-
has moved enonmously by accepting so much of what Conservatives 
Govemments did in the Eighties and Nineties (.) in economic and social 
policy. 
So you'd never say that they've moved to the right? 
The Labour Party has? Yes I WOUld. 
Oh you would? 
00 yes [indeed I WOUld. 
[Right 
They've I think they've very MUCH moved to the right. (.) Ernm 
(.) markedly so under Blair. Ernm= 
Far from the councillor producing an agreement as the interviewer seems to predict in 
the light of the former's earlier dismissiveness, he goes in the other direction, 
emphatically asserting that, on the contrary, the Labour Party has 'very MUCH moved 
to the right' (line 12). Therefore any inhibitions about 'right' and 'left' are pushed into 
the background, and at this moment 'right' is taken for granted as having effective 
descriptive utility, albeit under the partial cover of the interviewer's initiation of topic. 
When describing others' direction of movement, 'right' can be unhesitatingly 
employed. But when self is being described, either 'rightwing' is dismissed as a 
description, or it is a matter of 'being' on the (unspecified) 'right'. 
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Observing the occasions of use and non-use of the terminology of 'left' and 'right' 
suggests how the basic continuity of political divisions is affirmed, as is also the 
councillor's own politics/political partisanship. But at the same time, the councillor is 
denying for himself any definable political/partisan identity. Rhetorical projection 
involves affirming something as undesirable (in this case left/right) and criticising 
others who demonstrate this identity or position. In a continuing context of objective 
political division, this all means that denial of politics is also affirmation of politics, and 
vice-vers~. 
We can now briefly summarise the accumulated suggestions regarding the dilemma of 
being anti-political in a time of continuing party-political divisions. Rather than being 
completely discarded, the partisan categories of 'left' and 'right' usefully enable 
political/argumentative business to be done - being applied, for example, to one's 
political 'others' - within a context of inter-party competition. Overall, there is an ever 
present dilemma between using such political categories and being concerned to avoid, 
mitigate or criticise them. This includes the idea, at certain times, of the councillor 
using such categories for others, but still wanting to dissociate himself from the very 
selection of them. Party role is seen to be used strategically. At certain moments it is 
foregrounded as an alternative self-description to 'left' and 'right', but at other times it 
is also itself to be transcended. 
Interview discussion about the different national newspapers read by the councillors 
provides a good final illustration of these themes. Firstly, the Conservative councillor 
(C3): 
(13) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
[ ... 1 And and people call the Telegraph you know a dreadful 
rightwing rag 
D'you think it is d'you think is it rightwing? d'you ever think of it in 
that way? 
It's a Con- it's a Conservative ~. 
Right 
Uum (.) and it's it's attitudes to things like (.) inflation to things like 
taxation to things like responsibility are in many ways my attitudes. 
And the Guardian is that leftwing? 
It's a left of centre paper I think yes it is it it is. 
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In this case the councillor relates how some people 'call the Telegraph you know a 
dreadful rightwing rag' (lines 1-2). In this way, he acknowledges that the term 
'rightwing' can have negative connotations. His own preferred description turns out to 
be 'Conservative' (it is impossible to be completely sure as to whether small c 
'conservative' might not have been a more accurate representation of the councillor's 
talk here), although he again avoids a direct rejection of 'rightwing'. The Guardian on 
the other hand, which has already earlier in the interview been noted as being read by 
some of the councillor's work colleagues, is referred to as 'left of centre' (line 10)-
changed from the 'leftwing' of the question. Thus, while more willing to use left/right 
terminology in describing a non-ConserVative newspaper, the councillor still mitigates 
the 'leftwing' of the question. We can go even further by suggesting that 'left of 
centre' is, arguably, less mitigated than the 'centre right' used earlier - extract (10)-
with regard to his own past position. 
This finally brings us back the original Labour councillor (L8) who identified with New 
Labour policies. Here also we find the same basic pattern of description, but with the 
respective political categories reversed. 
(14) 
1 I: 
2 
3 L8: 
4 I: 
5 L8: 
6 I: 
7 L8: 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 I: 
13 L8: 
14 I: 
15 
16 L8: 
17 
18 
19 
( ... ) Would you say the Guardian is a leftwing paper? 
(2.0) 
No 
You wouldn't? 
No 
What would you say would you describe it in some way ( )? 
Errrn (0.5) ( ) I don't think it's leftwing these days. It's quite a 
useful way of describing left and left isn't in a sense errrn (7.0) 
I'm trying hard to think of anything that I would recognise as being 
(.) as being err (.) of of the left. 
«Eight lines of transcript omitted» 
Is the Telegraph a rightwing paper? 
Oh yeah very much so yes. 
So you can say that is bu1 the Guardian isn't (.) a leftwing paper? 
Really? 
Mm I think I assumed the Guardian is a (.) kind of SOCially aware 
socially interested paper um that likes to carry articles which (0.6) I 
think it's good on on the investigative things some of the er 
Govemment er papers which have been produced you know. 
The councillor denies that the Guardian (the paper which he earlier claims to have read 
regularly up till recently and which he 'read ... today' again) is 'leftwing these days' 
(line 7). Just as for the Conservative councillor the Telegraph was a 'Conservative 
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paper', the Guardian for the Labour speaker is a 'kind of socially aware socially 
interested paper' (lines 16-17). However, in response to the question of whether the 
Telegraphis 'rightwing paper', there is a strong affirmation and upgrade: 'Oh yeah 
very much so yes' (line 13). Furthermore, this stance is maintained even when the 
interviewer, with an apparent tone of incredulity - highlights the non-symmetrical use 
of these descriptive terms (lines 14-15). 
Conclusion 
The above spectacle of the councillors' action reflects a broader context of political 
change whereby oppositions of partisanship remain in force even though oppositions of 
principle have largely disappeared (Anderson, 1998b). In other words, one might still 
passionately defend labels such as 'left' (Bobbio, 1996) even though the substance to 
which they were once attached has disappeared. Or one may observe a virulent 
partisan conflict between different parties even though socially significant distinctions 
between them have subsided. In general, the traditional anti-capitalist ideas and values 
of the left have been massively marginalised in the contemporary political scene by 
those of the free-market right. As already noted, it is this ideological convergence 
which forms the condition for the councillor's claimed anti-partisanship which itself 
spans party divides: a closing of political gulfs and the rise of a politics modelled on a 
single corporate entity, demands continuous unthinking assault on the politics of 
division. But the dominant impression from the data in this chapter has been of such a 
pattern being operationally bound up with or destined to presuppose, contrary 
ideological habits, and vice versa. Thus, as a result of the interplay between the .. 
dimensions left/right and party, a speaker is never on anyone occasion solely 
discounting or affirming partisanship (whether the partisanship ofleft/right categories 
or of party-partisan identification) but doing both. 
The Bottom Line 
CHAPTER 9 
THE BOnOM LINE 
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So far there has been an extensive survey of the various practical manifestations of 
anti-partisanship. The emphasis has been on demonstrating the existence of a broad 
argumentative tendency for resistance to unqualified terminology of , left' and 'right', 
and to party identification, within a context of continuing political division. The present 
chapter s.eeks to develop these conclusions by outlining two rhetorical devices which 
are repeatedly used to argue for a non-political version and at the same time discount 
alternative political versions. They provide an opportunity both to excavate the 
detailed pragmatics of denials of politics, and also to deepen the picture of the 
discursive realisation of the contemporary ideological climate. What distinguishes these 
argumentative forms is especially their apparent argumentative assertiveness: as will be 
seen, they involve a strong, emphatic appeal to the underlying or definitive truth of the 
matter at hand: an appeal to what appears to be the 'bottom line'. 
In the first argumentative manoeuvre to be looked at, some recognition of the validity 
of a political version helps constitute what ends up being a claim that 'at bottom' the 
non-political version holds true. In this way, it can be added to the collection of 
discursive manoeuvrings which reflect the need to manage opposing ideological themes 
(e.g. those stemming from the co-occurrence of continuing political division and a 
climate of consensus). The second device - the deployment of the word 'just' -
regularly forms the hub of a rhetorical defence against a political version. This feature 
is especially interesting both because of the generalised and tacitly realised orientation 
towards politics which it indicates, and for its role in arguing for that which is beyond 
argument. 
Bottom line arguments as rhetorical identification 
In outlining a relativist case against realist arguments, Edwards et al. (1995) employ 
the concept of a 'bottom line argument' to categorise what they claim to be a common 
repertoire of argumentative moves performed by those aiming to decisively 
demonstrate the limits of relativism. These moves range from hitting objects such as 
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furniture and rocks, to invoking instances of human suffering such as the Holocaust. In 
following this route however, it is argued that such proponents of realism concede a 
whole load of 'more contentious stuff to relativism' (p. 27). By so introducing a 
bottom line, 'a bedrock of reality that places limits on what may be treated as 
epistemologically constructed or deconstructible' (p. 26), they make a strong bid to 
win the final argument, but only through implicitly 'setting aside, conceding even, a 
huge amount of more contentious stuff to relativism - language, madness, the social 
order, cognition, even science' (p. 27). At one level then, it is suggested that such 
argumentative strategies could be seen at least as conceding the contentiousness of 
some things. What is thus conceded could be understood as a 'top line', although 
Edwards et al. choose not to take this extra conceptual step. While the bottom line 
indicates what is beyond rhetoric and controversy (incidentally, the Concise Oxford 
Dictionary defines 'bottom line' as 'the underlying or ultimate truth'), the top line 
would be something positioned as more controversial and equivocal. 
This is mentioned because the slightly customised concept of a bottom line argument 
appears well suited to help make sense of a recurring rhetorical manoeuvre found 
within the talk oflocal government councillors. At certain moments the councillors can 
be thought of as verbally invoking a 'bottom line' and a 'top line'. This move provides 
a means to portray the relative significance of two competing descriptions concerning 
politically-related themes in which they have some interest. At the same time it enables 
a relation. of outright rejection and outright acceptance, which could pose unacceptable 
problems of accountability, to be avoided. The different themes include, for example, 
particular opinions, speakers' route into local government, reasons for choosing a 
particular party to represent and speakers' relationship with that party. Despite the 
element of ambivalence, however, it remains the case that to assert the bottom line is 
also to provide a definitive and unequivocal statement ofthe basic truth, especially 
about self and politics. For this reason, it has an air of finality and closure about it. 
In Edwards et al.'s (\995) account the bottom line arguments relied on what are 
commonsensically constituted as 'undeniability devices', such as kicking the fumiture 
or invoking human misery. That study did not examine actual instances of such 
arguments being verbally employed. But even if they had it would still seem likely that, 
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compar~ to the councillors' own bottom line arguments, there would be less necessity 
for creative rhetorical work in order to accomplish the statement of the bottom line as 
actually stating the bottom line. Thus, in the consideration of the councillors' talk it 
will be seen that, as well as intensifying words like 'basically', features such as pauses 
and emphasis, have to be carefully deployed to provide the necessary argumentative 
effect. However, an important reason for studying the councillors' bottom line 
arguments remains their presupposition of, and reliance on, the contrary shared 
common sense themes regarding contemporary political activity. 
'Basically' non-political 
Just prior to the start of the sequence below the interviewer has asked the Labour 
borough councillor (Ll) to talk about the 'left' of the Labour Party and the 'right' of 
the Conservative Party, and particularly whether he thinks they have anything in 
common. 
(1 ) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
L1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L1: 
Um (0.2) well there isn't very much of a left of the Labour Party now. 
There it up to ten years or so ago there was Militant um and er 
er there was the the traditionalleftwing censer- er leftwing er 
trade unionists err but (.) they very much (.) don't seem to be in in 
great precedence now. 
Yeah 
Err (.) so (.) I wouldn't like to equate the rightwing of the Conservative 
Party with anything in the Labour Party to be honest. 
Sure 
The rightwing of the Conservative Party is (.) sometimes it's the 
racist right er and er sometimes (0.3) er it's just the extreme right of 
er run-down services low taxation uum business (0.5) wins over 
everything er er and so on. 
And on the left it's again as you said the unions and those sort of= 
=Well wha- what I said was that it was up to ten years ago but there 
there aren't really any militant trade unions any longer. Uum I think 
partly (.) er the Thatcher years knocked it out of them= 
=Something like the dockers dispute (0.2) recently that's not in your 
eyesthat's= 
=Well the dockers disputes of the Sixties you know we used to get 
violent [and er 
[Right so compared to what it used to be like it's ( ) nothing. 
No. I mean if you go into a shop and you say to uh the shop keeper 
I wanna to buy a television 
Mm 
and the shop keeper says "Er right I'll sell yer a television that's two 
hundred pound" and you say "I don't wish to buy it for two hundred 
pound errn I wish to er buy it for a hundred and fifty pounds" he's 
got every right to say to you "Well sorry two hundred pound is the 
price you either pay it or you don't". 
Right 
Now when somebody goes on strike all somebody is saying is my 
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33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
I: 
L1: 
labour is worth (.) X-hundred pounds. Er either you (0.2) er you pay 
for my labour at the cost that! want it to be (.) costed at or you donl 
get it. In other words I'm on strike". 
Right (.) sure 
Um (0.3) so (.) basically thaI's a fundamental right. Il's not particular1y 
(.) emn (0.2) 1- lefiwing. 
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In this sequence - which ends with a bottom line argument (lines 37-38) - a notable 
feature is the way that the councillor's talk seems to digress from the interviewer's 
initially stated concerns and onto the topic of the morality of going on strike. On line 
14 the interviewer seeks re-confirmation of the councillor's earlier suggestion that 
'unions' can be associated with the 'left'. In response the councillor repeats his claim 
that this was more the case in past years, for 'there aren't really any militant trade 
unions any longer' (line 16). The interviewer then interjects to question this point, 
inquiring whether 'something like the dockers 4ispute recently' (line 18) did not 
evidence the continuing existence of 'militant trade unions'. To this the councillor once 
more arg!les for a historical change concerning this matter, but then, following an 
acceptance of this argument by the interviewer (line 22), proceeds to produce an 
extended argument - mostly in the form of a description of an imagined encounter 
between a shopkeeper and a customer (lines 23-30) - for why striking is a 
'fundamental right' and not 'Ieftwing'. This is despite the fact that the interviewer has 
at no time suggested that striking per se is 'Ieftwing'. Furthermore, it is interesting that 
the councillor sees fit to emphasise the moral justification for going on strike almost as 
if he were arguing against a political opponent of the right to strike, rather than in fact 
countering the description 'Ieftwing'. These features themselves can be taken as initial 
indications of the councillor's resistance to describing the world - particularly the 
world associated with the Labour Party, which is his own world - in left/right terms. 
During the description of the encounter between the shopkeeper and a customer it is 
suggested that the shopkeeper has 'every right' (line 29) to reject the customer's offer 
for a television if this offer does not match the set price. This episode is followed by a 
claim that 'going on strike' involves an employee similarly asserting his/her prerogative 
to refuse unsatisfactory pay (lines 32-35). The role played by the words 'basically' and 
'not particularly' in the structure of the bottom line argument, will firstly be 
considered. Later there will be a focus specifically on the contrast between the 
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descriptions 'fundamental right' and 'Ieftwing'. 
'Basically' positions 'fundamental right' as more than merely an opinion. Instead, this 
description appears to have been spontaneously encountered, thus appearing natural 
and unworked. This contributes to 'fundamental right' being constituted as authentic in 
comparison with what, in the second part of the bottom line manoeuvre, becomes 
positioned as the top line. The claim that 'It's not particularly (.) erm (0.2) 1- leftwing' 
functions to suggest the comparative inauthenticity of 'Ieftwing' as a description. 'Not 
particularly' provides for 'Ieftwing' being relativised as a version amongst an order of 
competing versions, thus appearing subject to deliberation over its importance. This 
order of versions would seem to exclude the comparatively free standing, authentic, 
'fundamental right'. 
From a slightly different angle, it can also be contended that the vagueness, or 
imprecision, of 'not particularly' infers that the exact extent to which 'Ieftwing' is an 
inappropriate description is irrelevant to appreciating its unimportance relative to 
'fundamental right' (pomerantz, 1987). This then adds to the sense of the downgrading 
of the value of this version, so again highlighting its relative inauthenticity. 
A useful point of reference when considering the statement of the top line is Burke's 
(\969a) discussion of the word 'substantially'. The latter can be employed for similar 
effect to 'particularly', providing a rhetorically effective ambiguity such that 
unequivocal affirmation or rejection can be avoided: 'What handier linguistic resource 
could a rhetorician want than an ambiguity whereby he can say "The state of affairs is 
substantially such-and-such," instead of having to say "The state of affairs is and/or is 
1I0t such-and-such"?, (p. 52, emphasis in original). The underlying idea in this case is 
that 'substantially', like its root word 'substance', is surprisingly empty of meaning but 
at the same time can evoke 'the imposing accents of juridic solidity'. Therefore, the 
'most clear-sounding of words can be used for the vaguest of reference' (p. 52). 
Similarly, despite its vacuity, 'particularly' can suggest that 'Ieftwing' is being taken 
seriously within a comparison for authenticity. The statement of the top line thus 
functions to forestall the criticism which an outright dismissal of , left wing' might 
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provoke. Burke (1969a) in fact gives his own example of this function, describing the 
case of the human slave being defined within Christian doctrine 'as "substantially" free, 
by reason of qualities which he had inherited "substantially" from his creator' (p. 52). 
Thus, just as the value of freedom can be accommodated to in justificatory arguments 
for slavery, so the accomplishment of a claim for non-politics appears to rely on a 
respectful incorporation of a political version. A rhetorical process of identification 
(Burke, 1969b) is at work here. The councillor has to defer to the hearer's opinion in 
one respect - i. e. recognising the reasonableness of a political interpretation - 'in order 
to support the fulcrum by which he would move other opinions' (p. 56). 10 the present 
context this movement of opinion translates as the successful accomplishment within 
the interyiew of the non-political description. 
These observations again point to the continuing salience ofleftlright distinctions in 
current political life, as well as to Third Way theory where 'left' and 'right' is 
attributed some residual validity despite the primary recommendation for their 
transcendence. This rhetorical organisation allows charges of depoliticisation to be 
defended against by the Third Way theorists. At such moments the continuing 
adherence to the 'emancipatory politics' of the 'centre left' can be reaffirmed (e.g. 
Giddens, \999). 
The focus will now turn to the nature of the contrast constructed between 
'fundamental right' and 'Ieftwing'. 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
33 
34 
35 
36 
37 
38 
L1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L 1: 
No. I mean if you go into a shop and you say to uh the shop keeper 
I wanna to buy a television 
Mm 
and the shop keeper says "Er right I'll sell yer a television that's two 
hundred pound" and you say "I don't wish to buy it for two hundred 
pound erm I wish to er buy it for a hundred and fifty pounds" he's 
got every right to say to you "Well sonry two hundred pound is the 
price you either pay it or you donl". 
Right 
Now when somebody goes on strike all somebody is saying is my 
labour is worth (.) X-hundred pounds. Er either you (0.2) er you pay 
for my labour at the cost that! want it to be (.) costed at or you don't 
get it. In other words I'm on strike". 
Right (.) sure 
Um (0.3) so (.) basically that's a fundamental right. It's not particularly 
(.) errm (0.2) 1- leftwing. 
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With the switch to describing the scene involving the shopkeeper and the customer, the 
councillor draws on an everyday, familiar situation to illustrate a particular principle of 
common sense. Namely, the prerogative of a person selling a commodity to ultimately 
determine the price of that commodity and thus if necessary to refuse unsatisfactory 
offers. This principle is then applied to the instance of going on strike, with labour 
power rather than a television having become the commodity at stake. Important here 
is 'all' in 'all somebody is saying' (line 32). Like the word 'just' discussed below, this 
constitutes a rhetorical defence against the notion of a possible association between 
striking and the 'left'. In opposition to the category 'Ieftwing', it helps present the 
justification for going on strike to be as commonsensical as the more mundane example 
of buying a television. The listener is asked to treat what the striker 'is saying' (line 32) 
as uncontroversially straightforward and reasonable as the preceding scenario. 
The summing-up or drawing the moral of the preceding narrative is marked by the use 
of , so' (line 37). 'So' positions the prior telling as self-evidently sufficient to warrant 
the summing up, while inviting the hearer to infer how this must be the case (cf 
Schiffrin, 1987). This means that the function of extract (l)'s bottom line argument in 
decisively asserting finality is linked to its positioning at the 'bottom' of the sequence-
as a summing-up of the preceding talk. 
A distinct form of contrast comes then to be established in the bottom line argument. 
'Fundamental right' suggests a foundational appeal in the form of universal common 
sense principles. The councillor is making an appeal for the uncontroversial 
reasonableness of the strikers' action to be recognised. The result is that striking is 
presented by the statement of the bottom line as 'essentially' non-political. 'Leftwing', 
in contrast, appears closer to an uncommon sense of narrow and controversial political 
ends. 
Denying political ambition 
In extract (2) below, featuring a Conservative town councillor (C2), the bottom line 
argument has a very similar form to the one just considered above. But now, the main 
contentious issue is not the appropriate description of an activity such as going on 
strike, but the councillor's own motives for getting involved in local government. 
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1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
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I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I wonder whether you could (.) start by just telling me briefly why or 
how you got involved in Torgate local council? Where there any 
particular issues which sort of (.) um (0.5) made you want to get up 
and you know sit on the council or is it (.) any reasons why it was 
particularly the Conservative Party [who you I 
[No it I 
went towards or anything about that? 
It wasn't it wasn't particularly the Conservative Party I w- I was 
genuinely interested in the planning and environment (.) round here 
Right 
and somebody said to me ·Well Rosemary if you're that interested why 
don't you stand for (.) err you know on Torgate Town Council and 
you might have a bit more influence." So that was really how I got 
involved. And I'm not a political animal I will vote (.) either way 
I will vote as I please I don't I don't follow the party line 
Okay 
anybody who knows me '11 tell you that. 
Right. So why did you stand as a Conservative? 
Because I know I'm not Labour (.) basically. 
You know that (.) right. 
Yes. 
So you know what you're not? 
Yes 
Right 
more than what I I know that I am. 
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In this instance the announcement of the dispreferred version, or top line (,It wasn't 
particularly the Conservative Party', line 8) comes before the beginning of the 
statement of the bottom line. It follows directly after the interviewer's question in lines 
4-5 ('any reasons why it was particularly the Conservative Party who you went 
towards'), and repeats some of it word for word ('particularly the Conservative Party') 
in the course of disagreeing with it. On this occasion then, it is the interviewer who 
introduces the elements which can be used by the councillor to produce an attenuated 
disagreement. Arguably, the councillor is providing a first part of a denial of the 
possibility of reading off from the membership category 'Conservative party 
representative' a party-political motivation for getting involved (cf Widdicombe and 
Wooffitt, 1995). Subsequently she presents her preferred account of how she got 
involved, beginning with the claim to have been 'genuinely interested in planning and 
environment round here' (line 9). Despite the fact that the councillor's initial denial 
takes up some of the interviewer's vocabulary so as to provide a politely hedged 
response, it can still be taken as an indication of the specific dilemma which the 
councillor appears to face as a result of the Conservative Party being topicalised. The 
visibility of her role as a party representative conflicts with a preference to present 
herself as outside party politics. Therefore, whilst 'wasn't particularly' allows for the 
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reasonableness ofthe 'Conservative Party' as a reason for joining the council, this 
version is ultimately portrayed as less authentic compared to the subsequent bottom 
line. 
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This claim to have been 'genuinely interested in planning and environment round here' 
forms the beginning of the assertion of the bottom line. It comes across as a statement 
of an actual state of affairs. 'Genuinely', in its contrast with 'wasn't particularly', 
serves to ratchet up the authenticity of the claimed interest; the interest is not just one 
factor amongst others accounting for becoming involved in local politics, like the 
'Conservative Party', but stands alone in its genuineness. The claim to be 'interested', 
by avoiding the suggestion of an active material or physical involvement in favour of a 
more psychological engagement being conveyed, stands as an important signifier 
within what will be seen to be a denial of political ambition. Also, by suggesting that 
her 'interest' concerns two concrete issues relating to the locality as a whole (i.e. 'the 
environment and planning around here') she counters the notion of her being 
concerned with an abstract and 'narrow' party agenda. The claim for an interest in 
local issues sets the scene for an external motivating factor to be mentioned: 
11 
12 
13 
14 
C2: and somebody said to me ·Well Rosemary if you're that interested why 
don't you stand for (.) err you know on Torgate Town Council and 
you might have a bit more influence." So that was really how I got 
involved. 
In these few lines, a suggestion from 'somebody' is added to the previous description 
of her interest to form an account of how the councillor 'got involved' ('So that was 
really how I got involved', lines 13-14). The 'so' (line 13) here obscures the fact that 
'somebody's' suggestion and the immediately preceding claim seem, in themselves, 
somewhat insufficient to accomplish the getting involved. Rather, there is an absence 
pertaining to the councillor's own role - especially with regard to such activities as 
desiring, deciding, planning, acting - in becoming involved. We are not told what, 
following the suggestion, she did. An almost accidental path to involvement, which 
works against the suggestion of political ambition, including being party-politically 
motivated, is invoked. Thus the words' and somebody said to me' pictures events 
falling into place more by chance. The anonymous observer (,somebody', line 11) 
mentioned as the source of the suggestion appears as a neutral figure, so providing for 
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the significance of the suggestion independent of any personal bias which might be 
associated with a named figure. But more importantly perhaps, a named source could 
infer the place of the suggestion within a more directed and ordered pattern of events. 
By instead using 'somebody' to infer the source of the suggestion to be unimportant 
compared to the content of their message, the randomness and isolation of this 
suggestion is emphasised. 
One can propose that 'and' in line II infers the relation, within a single coherent 
narrative, between the initial claim of interest and the subsequent suggestion, to be 
clearly understandable and self-evident. At the same time, the councillor's role as the 
integrating agent, such as would be inferred with a statement like 'I had expressed an 
interest in local issues', remains conspicuously absent. In this sense, 'and' can be 
understood as performing a comparable role to 'so' on line 13. An indication oflogical 
continuity and coherence may work to cover over a gap in the descriptive content of 
the account. If 'and' can fulfil this function, then it might be expected, in this capacity, 
to characterise talk on troubling issues more generally. With such issues there is likely 
to be a temptation amongst speakers to take descriptive short -cuts in order not to have 
to raise certain themes. Just as in the previous chapter it was illustrated how a 
discontinuity device ('but') could be functional in the accomplishment of topic 
avoidance, so now a contimlity device can also be taken to indicate a form of 
discursive avoidance. 
In addition to the anonymous suggestion in lines 11-13 being 'actively voiced' 
(Wooffitt, 1992), which helps to objectify this communicative event, words like 'might 
have a bit more influence', and 'interested', suggest a tentative and unassuming tone, 
which stands opposed to the idea of a more ambitious, worked-out plan. The 
description of this unplanned process omits any mention of the Conservative Party; if 
there is any personal concern with politics it is merely to gain 'a bit more influence' on 
the council with regards to two community issues. 
In the final part of the statement of the bottom line ( 'So that was really how 1 got 
involved', lines 13-14) the role of , re all v' is comparable to that of 'basically' from 
extract (1): again there is an announcement of the authentic version, although now in 
The Bottom Line 
the form of an unplanned and unambitious path to involvement. In the process, the 
version which becomes positioned as the top line is implicitly discounted. 
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In sum, the councillor has largely discounted the notion of being party-politically 
motivated to get involved in the council. The more authentic version evokes a bottom-
up interest in specific local issues as a basis for an account of an unplanned and 
tentative route to local government. Rather than a concern for party ends, the interest 
in local issues can be heard as non-partisan, as putting shared interests before narrow 
ones. In this sense it is similar to 'fundamental right' in extract (I): both can be seen as 
positions which transcend an 'old' politics of antagonistic and 'one-sided' political 
values. 
One point should be made concerning the fact that the councillor portrays herself as 
having got involved in response to another's prompting rather than it being self-
initiated. This pattern, which will be further exemplified below, was the predominant 
pattern amongst interviews where the councillor describes how s/he came to be 
involved in local government. Out of 19 of these interviews, 13 of them featured 
councillors who explicitly mentioned some other person or group inviting them to 
stand for a seat on the council. Typical responses include: 'Somebody asked me' 
(LD\3), 'I was asked if! wanted to stand' (CIO); 'And then a friend persuaded me to 
stand as a candid.ate for the Labour Party' (L\8); 'He came along to me one day and 
said "We're very short of potential Labour councillors, what about you coming along 
and being a Labour councillor" , (L\9). As will be illustrated in the second part of the 
current chapter, these types of account were often also accompanied by rhetorical 
work designed to resist the notion of political ambition. Of the remaining 6 interviews, 
there was I in which the action of standing for a seat on the council was implied to 
have been self-initiated. The remainder merely mentioned the act of standing for 
election with no hint of the triggering factor. 
Moving now to consider the subsequent section of extract (2), we see that the 
councillor adds to the discounting of political motivation by explicitly affirming her 
independence from the Conservative Party. In the process, the description 'political 
animal' - already noted in Chapter 7 - is again employed. If, as the above examples 
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suggest, a bottom line argument is something which sounds like a definitive statement 
of the essential truth, then the claim on lines 14-17 cannot be described as a bottom line 
argument in this sense. Nevertheless, it does still consist of a subtle rhetorical 
accommodation to a political version as part of a claim for non-politics. 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
and somebody said to me ·Well Rosemary if you're that interested why 
don't you stand for (.) err you know on Torgate Town Council and 
you might have a bit more influence." So that was really how I got 
involved. And I'm not a pOlitical animal I will vote (.) either way 
I will vote as I please I donll donl follow the party line. 
Okay 
Anybody who knows me '11 tell you that. 
'I'm not a political animal' (line 14) can be described as an attenuated rejection of the 
political because it is a specific image of the political which is, implicitly, being 
rejected, and thus also a particular image which is being accepted. The former is the 
caricature of the individual who metaphorically lives and breaths politics: politics here 
blurs with nature, being an ever-present mentality, and instinctive. This is very different 
from making a more sweeping claim such as 'I'm not political'; the rejection of the 
strong image of 'political animal' for herself allows an implicit acknowledgement, or 
non-denial, of her role in politics as a party representative, but manages to suggest that 
this is not a natural or authentic participation. Her authentic position is outside the 
party-political framework: 'I will vote (.) either way I will vote as I please I don't I 
don't follow the party line'. This is reinforced by the claim in line 17: 'Anybody who 
knows me will tell you that'. The suggestion oflikely unanimity amongst her 
acquaintances works to build the factual nature of her non-partisan flexibility (Edwards 
and Potter, 1992). 
The councillor can thus be observed spending lines 8-17 of extract (2) downgrading 
the significance of her association with the Conservative Party, both as a factor which 
could account for her becoming involved in the local council, and - through her claims 
not to follow the party line - as an influence on her actions in the counciL Despite the 
councillor's efforts to not completely dissociate herself from party-politics, the 
interviewer in line 18 below still takes an opportunity to make the councillor's version 
accountable by confronting her with the fact of her formal role as a party 
representative. 
The Bottom Line 
18 
19 
20 
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I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
Right. So why did you stand as a Conservative? 
Because I know I'm not Labour (.) basically. 
You know that (.) right. 
Yes. 
So you know what you're not? 
Yes 
Right 
more than what I I know that I am. 
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In the councillor's initial question on line 18 ('So why did you stand as a 
Conservative?'), 'so' means that the question both implies the existence of a potential 
conflict between the councillor's role as a party representative and her preceding 
account (especially the most recent claim not to 'follow the party line '), and asks her to 
account for this potential conflict. The question is interesting for the way it seems to 
have been designed to maximise its ability to make the councillor accountable. Thus, 
the mention of 'stand' emphasises the process of the councillor coming to represent the 
Conservative Party as being a material action, an actual public event, as if to ensure its 
undeniableness. Another statement of the bottom line ('Because 1 know I'm not 
Labour (.) basically', line 19) rescues her from this situation, enabling a resolution of 
the putative conflict. As will be shown in a moment, it allows her to positively engage 
with and transform the potential political version (i.e. standing as a Conservative) so 
that it can function effectively within a claim for non-politics. As part of this process 
the question's focus on the action of standing becomes a resource for her. 
The word 'because' at the beginning of the statement of the bottom line straightaway 
signals an acceptance by the speaker of the prior question's main presupposition: that 
she did 'stand as a Conservative'. In 'I know I'm not Labour', the state of being 'not 
Labour' is naturalised, or positioned as unquestionable, through becoming the object 
of a determinate knowledge claim. This determinacy and authenticity of what she does 
know is picked up by the interviewer in the next line: 'So you know that (.) right'. 
Again 'basically', like in extract (1) but here coming at the end of the statement of the 
bottom line ('Because 1 know I'm not Labour (.) basically', line 19), adds to the sense 
of the preceding version having been spontaneously encountered, as dissociated from 
the realm of motives and interests. 
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With the councillor's assertion, the action of standing as a Conservative is made 
relevant but not perhaps in the way the interviewer might have envisaged. For if the 
councillor stood as a Conservative because she knew, above all, that she is 'not 
Labour', standing becomes merely standing, i.e. stripped of any inherent political 
significance in the sense, for example, of indicating a principled identification with the 
party. This technical, almost accidental, association with the Conservative Party infers 
distance between the councillor and party politics; her knowledge of what she is is less 
secure or more problematic as compared with her knowledge of what she is not: 
22 
23 
24 
25 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
So you know what you're not? 
Yes 
Right 
more than what I I know that I am. 
Therefore, the councillor acknowledges her role as Conservative Party representative 
but does so in a way (which could be described as 'by default') as to disclaim 
meaning~1 political affiliation with the party. 
Possessing 'certain views' 'at the end of the day , 
It is not too surprising in the light of the accumulated observations about the 
councillors' argumentative concerns, that when the topic of discussion shifts (at the 
interviewer's prompting) away from the left/right distinction to that of the 'middle' or 
'middle ground' in politics, a councillor would become relatively more talkative and 
more willing to foreground the topic of his own position. In the following extract we 
find the interviewee in the course of describing the past when the Conservatives were 
in control of the council. Initially he portrays the Conservative group's (and his own) 
past actions in a way which suggests a 'pragmatic' (line 8) and - to use the term which 
the councillor employed at an earlier point in this particular discussion - 'middle way' 
stance. 
(3) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
C3: Erm housing would to give another example to explore this term [i.e. 'middle 
way'] (.) Errm (.) some Conservative councils er (.) over the past eighteen 
years or so completely transferred their housing stock er to (.) housing 
associations (.) or to outside contractors. They sold off their entire stock got 
an immense capital receipt. (0.2) Erm and I think there was a feeling in 
Picklewood among some of the officers perhaps in the late Eighties that we 
might be doing that. We didn't. We pursued the right to buy policy erm (0.3) 
but we were we were cautious we were pragmatiC we were not sort of head 
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I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
I: 
C3: 
over heels in love with a particular current idea. 
Mm 
Errn 
Is that very much about what you're about personally? 
11 i§ what [I'm about it i§ it i§ 
[That sort of middle 
what I'm about personally yes. I've got certain very (0.2) clear views but if 
you want to call them rightwing you can although I don1. And I'll repeat them. 
Personal responsibility (.) the lowest possible level of direct taxation (.) a 
preference for indirect taxation. Why? Because people choose to buy goods 
and services and you have that choice of of buying it as opposed to putting 2 
your money in the bank or building society. Uum (0.4) er low inflation 
because inflation erodes savings. Uum (.) you know I I personally have 
never gone along with the idea of buying the biggest possible house you can. 
Another sort of fad or fashion I thought. ((laughs» 
If you don1 call them right (.) what would you call them? 
I would call them Conservative. 
Following the interviewer's question concerning the relation between the just-
described group outlook and the councillor's 'personal' outlook ('Is that very much 
what you're about personally?') the main body of the bottom line argument appears in 
lines 15-16. 
Although the words 'I've got certain very (0.2) clear views' (line 15) do not include a 
key intensifying word like 'basically' or 'really' as in previous statements of the bottom 
line, their form nonetheless evokes a near spontaneous encounter with naturalised 
'views'. There are two parts ('certain' + 'very (0.2) clear') to the specification of the 
unlabelled 'views'. Together they lend the claim a tone of determinacy and precision. 
With the reference to 'certain ... views' the councillor presents his 'views' as well 
defined in the sense that they appear to have emerged from a process of trimming 
down and discrimination. This is less pronounced in the possible alternative 
formulation of 'some views'. The inference of the former description is that the few 
views remaining would be relatively authentic and epistemologically privileged. The 
0.2 second pause followed by the emphatic 'clear', further contributes to the 
suggestion of the already established 'views' being spontaneously encountered. 
Seen together with the second part of the bottom line manoeuvre, the statement of the 
bottom line appears as a foundational or core statement of position, the substance of 
which (i.e. possession of 'certain very clear views') is presented as not being subject to 
dispute. What is presented as disputable is the issue of the naming of the views, 
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whether to call them 'rightwing' or not. It is important to note that the second part of 
this sentence ('but if you want to call them rightwing you can although I don't') 
references the interviewer's earlier action of topicalising the leftJright terminology. 
This is the councillor who was seen in Chapter 8 to employ the distancing device of 
projecting motivation for the selection ofleftJright terminology onto the interviewer. 
At that point, drawing attention to the recipient designed nature of the terminology 
allowed an equivocal relationship with it to be maintained: he could both use 
'rightwing' in rhetorically beneficial ways and distance himself from its use. But here in 
extract (3) the councillor unequivocally opposes himself to the interviewer's agenda by 
stating that he does not want to 'use those terms'. 
Through acknowledging 'rightwing' as a potential version the councillor reinforces the 
pre-nominal, substantive and authentic status of his - ostensibly non-political - views. 
The 'call them' in 'if you want to call them rightwing you can', means that 'rightwing' 
is constituted as relatively lacking in substance, as peripheral and so comparatively 
inauthentic. There is the impression that such naming practices are a distinct order of 
events, and won't disturb the bedrock, perennial essence, something reaffirmed by the 
defiant sounding 'And I'll repeat them' (line \6). Also important is 'want to' 
accompanying 'call them rightwing': this heightens the contrast with the naturalised 
views by invoking the notion of subjective motives. Using 'those terms' becomes a 
matter of personal taste - 'you' can use them if 'you' want but I don't. 
Taking into account these observations as a whole, and especially the implicit reference 
to topics which arose earlier in the interview, the councillor can be heard as providing 
a definitive statement of his position. He is taking an opportunity to draw a line under 
the earlier argumentative twists concerning the appropriate description of his views. 
As already noted, in this sequence the councillor is presenting the Conservative 
group's, and his own, credentials for being attributed a 'middle' stance of moderation 
and reasonable common sense. These credentials include the Conservative group being 
'cautious' and 'pragmatic' rather than 'head over heals in love with a particular current 
idea' (lines 8-9). In a similar way, the bottom line 'views' signal a non-controversial, 
bedrock common sense, in opposition to 'rightwing', which suggests something closer 
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to conscious commitment to a sectarian political project and abstract aims. Relatedly, 
while giving examples of his (unnamed) 'views', he infers sensible moderation: 'I 
personally have never gone along with the idea of buying the biggest possible house 
you can. Another sort offad or fashion 1 thought' (lines 21-23). When, subsequently, 
the councillor is pushed to provide a name for his 'views', he repeats his earlier 
strategy - documented in Chapter 8 - of offering 'Conservative' as a preferred 
description compared to 'rightwing'. As already commented, whilst party identification 
is treated as more preferable to identification with left/right, in due course it too is 
destined ~o be transcended. 
Amongst the data corpus as a whole, there was to be found another occasion when 
reference to common sense 'views' formed the basis of a statement of the bottom line. 
The relevant interview again features a Conservative councillor (C I 0) - this time one 
who was seen in Chapter 6 to spell out the dilemma concerning the appropriateness of 
party-politicisation in the council. Just prior to the beginning of extract (4) he has been 
switching back and forth between the pros and cons of such politicisation: from the 
need to put pressure on the controlling group, to worrying about the 'slanging 
matches' which often result from party competition, and back to the need for 
'sufficient challenge and sufficient analysis of what is being done' (line 3-4). 
(4) 
1 C10: but the problem is that if you try and take that away then I think that 
2 you're in a danger of actually (.) going too far in the other direction and 
3 not having suffiCient erm sufficient challenge and sufficient (0.2) 
4 analysis of what's being done 
5 I: Yeah okay. So you'd see yourself as (.) quite a sort of political animal 
6 when it comes to council ( )? 
7 C10: Well I enjoy the politics yeah (.) I mean I can I at the end of the day my 
8 interests were started because I (.) had certain views going back er to 
9 er (.) the early Nineteen Eighties and those views are still fairly fairly 
10 similar to what they were then and I think that er (.) you know I believe 
11 that that (.) councils ought to run for the people but they also have to 
12 be run on business lines and you have make sure the books balance and 
13 you can't get a quart out of a pint pot I think that's (.) you know I think 
14 you need to be constanlly making sure that that j§ the case 
In lines 5-6 the councillor is offered 'political animal' as a potential selt:description 
('So you'd see yourse\fas (.) quite a sort of political animal when it comes to the 
council'). In response, the councillor first provides what can be seen as a qualified 
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affinnation of the interview@r'sversion: 'Well I enjoy the politics yeah'. The 'well' 
indicates that what follows (i.e. 'enjoy the politics') will not be a straightforward 
confirmation or negation of the question. In Schiffrin's (1987) words, it signals a 
divergence by respondents from the 'options of convergence offered them by the 
question' (p. 107). 'Enjoying the politics' represents a very specific translation of the 
concept of a 'political animal'. The word 'enjoy' works against the idea of a serious 
political commitment. It is suggestive of a more frivolous and superficial relation to 
politics. Especially when this response is taken together with the subsequent statement 
of the bottom line, there is the implication of 'politics' being treated as secondary to 
the other more substantive business at hand. The words 'at the end of the day' 
announce. the beginning of the statement of the bottom line. It rhetorically draws a line 
under the secondary issues, and signals what, ultimately, really matters. This bottom 
line is the possession of 'views' whose authenticity is signalled both by 'certain' and 
the suggestion of historical consistency ('certain views going back er to er (.) the early 
Nineteen Eighties'). These 'views' turn out to be non-partisan rtlasonable common 
sense. Thus there is a claim for a sensible balanced approach, running councils both 
'for the people' and 'along business lines'. The universally rtlasonable quality of his 
'views' is emphasised by the insertion of conventional bits of good sense and wisdom 
such as making 'sure the books balanctl' and the idea that 'you can't get a quart out of 
a pint pot'. In sum then, his own core 'views', which are portrayed as outside politics, 
are made to appear authentic in comparison with an inauthentic personal relation to 
politics in the council. 
'But really I'm down the middle' 
The following sequence follows soon after the exchange observed in extract (2) above. 
The interviewer's starting question invites the councillor to affirm what is presented as 
a summary (indicated by 'so') of the prior discussion. 
(5) 
1 
2 
3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
C2: 
I: 
So if you looked at sort of the parties generally if you compared both 
parties you'd say that there's more Conservative policies which you'd 
feel closer towards? 
Yes 
Right 
Yeah but I think I think really I (0.2) I'm down the middle (.) I'm a 
conservative with a small c 
Right 
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9 
10 
C2: er but I do know if I had to put them on either side I'm more 
Conservative than I am Labour. 
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The interviewer's question seems designed to elicit an affirmative response. Thus we 
see for example the request to compare the parties 'generally' (line 1), so establishing 
the terms- and conditions of the comparison as being broad brush rather than detailed or 
technical. This kind of request can restrict the room for an evasive or indirect answer. 
An effort to minimise the ambiguity of the question is also evident in the echoing of the 
first part of the question with the words 'if you compared both parties'. Finally, there is 
the seemingly indisputable suggestion (for a Conservative representative) that 'there's 
more Conservative policies which you'd feel closer towards'. 
It is not too surprising therefore that the councillor affirms the interviewer's suggestion 
with an unqualified 'Yes' (line 4). However, following the interviewer's 
acknowledgement of this response with 'right', the councillor then qualifies her answer 
by producing what can be described as a statement of the bottom line: 'Yeah but I 
think I think really I (0.2) I'm down the middle (.) I'm a conservative with a small c' 
(lines 6-7). The 'but' is important in enabling two contrasting themes to be introduced 
in quick succession. It is this function which explains its commonly observed presence 
when dilemmatic ideological themes need to be negotiated (Billig et al., 1988). 
In addition to the emphatic 'really', the sense of comparative authenticity of the 
bottom line stance is also strengthened by 'I think I think', infening an inner searching 
process. The result is that the possibility of the non-partisan description (i.e. 'down the 
middle ... conservative with a small c') being designed in line with particular interests or 
motives is discounted (Edwards and Potter, 1992). One could also point to the initial 
'yeah' - contrasting with the earlier more formal sounding 'yes' - as bolstering the 
impression that the authentic or genuine self is being revealed. 
However, after another acknowledgement (,Right', line 8) by the interviewer, the 
initial contrasting positive response in line 5 is reaffirmed, following another 'but' ('but 
I do know ifI had to put them on either side I'm more Conservative than I am 
Labour', lines 36-37). This partisan version, however, is positioned as comparatively 
inauthentic. Most notably, 'If I had to put them on either side' marks the activity of 
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comparison as externally imposed. Consequently, arranging the parties in this way is 
implied to be presented as a somewhat extraordinary or unnatural thing to do. 
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ReturningJo bottom line and top line versions, the idiomatic sounding 'down the 
middle' differs from say, 'in the middle', by avoiding the inference of a firm political 
commitment. It seems, like 'conservative with a small c', to be what a lay person, 
rather than a party representative, might say. This colloquial ring also comes from the 
use of 'middle' rather than 'centre' for instance, the latter being more finnly tied to 
political contexts of the left/right distinction. One would expect that 'conservative with 
a small c' would be an especially attractive description for Conservative councillors. It 
both acknowledges some connection with the Conservative Party while still being 
basically suggestive of non-politics. 
'Just' as rhetorical defence 
Having focused on bottom line arguments involving a rhetorical process of 
identification, attention will now turn to an ostensibly less equivocal means of 
discounting a political version in favour of a non-political version. Central here will be 
the rhetorical deployment of the word 'just'. This can be seen as a bottom line 
argument of sorts in that it can dispel alternative accounts through a rhetorical 
presentalion of the basic or core truth. 
The following sequence features the same Labour councillor who appeared in extract 
(1) above, and it begins directly after an attempt by him to broadly characterise the 
common view of the 'public' regarding the differences between the two main English 
political parties. Occurrences of 'just' have been highlighted by being emboldened. 
(6) 
1 I: 
2 
3 L1: 
4 
5 I: 
6 L 1: 
7 
8 I: 
~ L1: 
10 I: 
11 
12 L 1: 
Is that left and right as well (.) d'you think? (.) What d'you 
think the broad publiC would say about left and right? 
I think rightwing is taking (0.2) err pragmatic decisions (.) and 
expedient decisions. 
Right 
I think leflwing is taking philosophical decisions and er taking er 
sort of a high 
Yeah 
covering the high social ground. 
Sure. And that's sort of roughly how you'd sort of define them in some 
way? (1.0) Could you say that or 
I think 
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13 
14 
15 
16 
17 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
23 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
I: 
L1: 
(0.7) 
You see I know [it's quite 
[Mm 
difficult to say but 
(1.0) 
I mean i- if you asked me why am I in politics (0.2) um (.) I'll answer 
the same as what I would in Nineteen Seventy 
Mm 
and that is I want to help people. And the reason why I'm in the 
Labour Party is that I just see that the people who need the help the 
most are more likely to be helped through Labour policies than they are 
through Conservative policies. It's really just as simple as that. But 
(0.2) I didn't leam my politics through university. (.) If you like I learnt 
it in the university of life. 
Mm 
Uh my parents were poor 
Mm 
um (.) we were not very well off as er we were being brought up and I 
just felt that the policies of the Labour govemment at the time (.) were 
the ones that helped us and therefore helped people like us. 
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The assertion of the non-political version develops from line 18, and constitutes a 
disjunction with the preceding section of talk (lines 1-17), ultimately coming to 
discount the subject of the latter as a valid alternative. The subject is 'rightwing' and 
'leftwing', which the councillor begins by trying to define. Following the interviewer's 
request for confirmation of the definitions given ('And that's sort of roughly how 
you'd sort of define them in some way?', lines 10-11), this line of speculation 
disintegrates into long silences (lines 11, 13 and 17) and an incomplete sentence ('I 
think', line 12). The disjunction is created by the councillor breaking away from the 
attempt to provide this confirmation, by posing his own question as the preface to 
arguing for an alternative version: 'I mean i- if you asked me why am I in politics' (line 
18). Suddenly his own life story is brought into focus, and the question is posed as a 
fundamental one pertaining to basic motives" 'Politics' here denotes a broad field of 
action. It is a more elemental and all-encompassing category than a particular party or 
'leftwing' and 'rightwing'. Also, the earlier speculation about abstract political 
categories is opposed with the more concrete and authoritative personal expression of 
goals and values ('why am I in politics', line 18). We again see the notion of historical 
consistency ('I'll answer the same as I would in Nineteen Seventy', lines 18-19) being 
used to infer relative authenticity, this time that of the value underlying the choice to be 
involved in politics. On this occasion the claim for historical consistency also helps 
suggest the independence of his own personal motives from particular political 
frameworks. 
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The claim to 'want to help people' (line 21) - i.e. the councillor's answer to his self-
posed question regarding basic personal motives - comes across as a simple and 
overarching personal goal. It has the status of an uncontroversially worthy end, 
appealing.to the 'universal audience' (perelman and Olbrechts-Tyteca, 1971) as 
statement of what any reasonable person, regardless of political persuasion, would 
agree with. Importantly, it is just 'people' that is mentioned, rather than a specific 
section of society. This appears, therefore, as a claim for a non-partisan goal, able to be 
politically situated everywhere and nowhere. 
The non-partisan spirit is subsequently maintained by the councillor using this 
charitable meta-goal to depict his relationship with the Labour Party as a 
straightforwardly pragmatic one. Rather than membership of the Labour Party being to 
some extent an end in itself, the party is presented as simply the most effective means 
for realising the wish to help people. 
21 
22 
23 
24 
L1: and that is I want to help people. And the reason why I'm in the 
Labour Party is that I just see that the people who need the help the 
most are more likely to be helped through Labour policies than they are 
through Conservative policies. It's really just as simple as that. 
Employing the 'more likely ... than' (line 23) format for the comparison infers the 
essential equivalence of the two sets of 'policies' positioned as means. Consequently, 
Conservative policies here stand as valid alternatives to Labour ones rather than being 
rejected outright. This helps portray the councillor as an objective observer, positioned 
outside either set of policies. 
We can now consider the significance of 'just' (line 22). The literature covering the 
variety ofrhetorical uses of this term is now quite large (e.g. Billig, 1999b; Kitzinger 
and Frith, 1999; Lee, 1987; Wooffitt, 1991; Widdicombe and Wooffitt, 1995). But 
specifically in the above episode this word plays a pivotal role in emphasising the 
speaker's association with the Labour Party to be wholly accounted for through the 
latter's effectiveness in realizing the independent goal of helping people. A relevant 
observation here is the mitigating function of 'just', which can provide for a rhetorical 
defence. This function is noted in Billig's (1999b) analysis ofthc role of 'only' - which 
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can have a similar meaning to 'just' - in the context of the teaching of the rules of 
everyday morality by parent to child in the course of verbal interaction. In this work it 
is argued that '.iust', like 'only', 'disclaims the blameworthiness' of an action (Shweder 
and Much, 1987; cited in Billig, 1999b, p. 127), thus defending and justifying it. With 
reference to extract (6), we can say that it is the politics of'leftwing' and 'rightwing' 
(topicalised in the first section of the extract) which, as indicated by 'just', is being 
treated as 'a challenge inviting justification' (Billig, 1999b, p. 127). At the same time, 
'just' suggests the authenticity of the forthcoming version. 
The suggestion of the speaker's affiliation with the Labour Party being of a pragmatic 
nature only is consolidated by 'It's really just as simple as that' (line 24). The 'simple' 
argues for a self-evidently straightforward logic underlying the prior claim. Together 
with 'just' (and 'really', which enhances the impression of authenticity), it reasserts the 
message that membership of the Labour Party is wholly explainable in instrumental 
terms rather than by reference to an ideological identification. 1 
In the final section of extract (6) the councillor indicates the relevance of his personal 
history and experience to his decision to join the Labour Party. 
24 
25 
26 
27 
28 
29 
30 
31 
32 
I: 
L 1: 
I: 
L 1: 
[ ... ) It's really just as simple as that. But 
(0.2) I didnlleam my politics through university. (.) If you like I learnt 
it in the university of life. 
Mm 
Uh my parents were poor 
Mm 
um (.) we were not very well off as er we were being brought up and I 
just felt that the pOlicies of the Labour govemment at the time (.) were 
the ones that helped ~ and therefore helped people like us. 
The speaker further buttresses his argument for a pragmatic and calculative 
relationship with the Labour Party by invoking the importance of the 'university oflife' 
- exemplified in his family background experience of being 'not very well off' (line 30) 
- for his political education. He draws on the notion that, to come to sympathise with a 
particular politics (such as that of the Labour Party) in the 'university of life', as 
I This Labour councillor"s self-portrayal can seem somewhat at odds with the statements provided at 
the start of the sequence when the speaker was differentiating between ·rightwing· and 'leftwing·. 
Then. pragmatism was associated with the 'rightwing·. By the logic of his own argument, therefore, 
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opposed to in the academic ('university') domain of abstract theory, what counts is the 
practical worth of the politics. It is a matter of what politics works best when tested 
against the immediacy of concrete, real life problems. Thus the councillor proceeds -
again using 'just' - to justify his link with the Labour Party by appealing solely to the 
practical effectiveness of its policies in helping his family and other people in a similar 
financial situation ('I just felt that the policies of the Labour government at the time (.) 
were the ones that helped us and therefore helped people like us', lines 30-32). The 
fact that the councillor is here talking of a realm of practical experience rather than that 
of theory is emphasised by the use of 'just felt' rather than 'just saw' (earlier he used 
'just see'). 
Two points can be made about the ideological significance of 'just', both of which will 
be further illustrated in the course of analysing other extracts in the remainder of the 
chapter. As already suggested, 'just' occurs on many occasions in the data corpus in a 
mitigating and justifYing role, similar in effect to 'only' or 'that's al\'. This pattern can 
be interpreted as indicating that politics is routinely constructed, or orientated to, as 
something which needs defending against. At the same time, the inconspicuousness of 
'just' would allow this word to be regularly used without actually being heard as 
suggesting defensiveness. 
Secondly, we can understand the employment of 'just' as a solution to the problem of 
having to argue a particular point in an interaction for ideological assumptions which 
are largely beyond argument and discussion. This function is reflected in the 
ambivalence of this word. On one hand it allows a claim for non-politics to seem 
sufficient. 'Just' can suggest a solid and authoritative assertion of the authentic version. 
But at times one can gain a sense of the incompleteness of a statement beginning with 
'just'. In such cases, 'just' appears to exclude alternative accounts which cannot 
readily be acknowledged. Some sense of 'just' covering for an absence of expressible 
reasons can be gained if we turn again to the second occurrence of 'just' in extract (6). 
The emphatic assertion that 'It's really just as simple as that' can be heard both as a 
in the latter pan of the sequence he would seem to be aniculating an outlook which is a distinguishing 
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solid authoritative claim which suggests closure, and as merely an emphatic assertion 
(on top of the 'just' that has already preceded it). That is to say, it can appear 
simultaneously as not rhetoric, and as rhetoric; there can be a sense of 'just' and not 
'just'. This point will become clearer as the analysis proceeds. But for now it is useful 
to compare this function of 'just' with that of 'and' described earlier. Both words, in 
their own ways, can help present an account as sufficient and coherent through 
obscuring some insufficiency or gap. 
'Just got involved' 
In extract (6) 'just' was used in the telling of a story of why the councillor came to be 
involved with the Labour Party, a story which downplayed ideological factors in favour 
of pragmatic ones. This story is comparable to the one provided by the councillor in 
extract (2) pertaining to her motives for becoming involved in the council. They are 
both examples of an important aspect of personal history which the interviewer began 
every interview by eliciting. This elicitation took the form of a question concerning 
how the respondent came to be involved in local politics and/or the party which they 
represented. As was seen with extract (2) and will be encountered again below, the 
interviewer's sometimes extended efforts to explore this issue were sometimes hearable 
- by the analyst and the councillor - as already assuming a particular version of the 
getting involved. At stake were sensitive issues concerning the nature of councillors' 
motives and goals. In each of the forthcoming descriptions by councillors of their 
political careers, the role of 'just' will again be considered. 
(7) [L13 = Labour town councillor) 
1 I: Okay (.) right urn and actually the moment when you came to join local 
2 govemment where there sort of particular issues [(you know to) 
3 L13: [Yes when I won when I 
4 joined local govemment er no it was lit- it was quite literally er (0.4) I hadn't 
5 hadn't really thought about it I'd suppose I hadn't been disparaging or 
6 dismissive of local govemment but I hadn't really thought that it could do 
7 much er and it it was (.) that I was asked to stand by the Labour Party at (.) 
8 this town used to be Labour we used to have Labour council here .... so I 
9 was asked if I would stand (.) in what was a predominantly Conservative 
10 council by that time 
11 I: Mm hm 
12 L 13: I mean it's so· my it was soon after my daughters had left home er I was 
13 engaged in a lot of academic work but you know the evenings I'd got a lot to 
14 do in most evening and I thought oh well I'll give it a whirl. So I just I mean 
15 literally the (.) um I was put up by the Labour coun· by the Labour Party 
mark of the traditional conservative opposition to the Labour Pany. 
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16 
17 
18 I: 
19 
20 L13: 
21 I: 
22 L13: 
23 
24 I: 
25 L13: 
because they they thought I was local and knew everybody and all the 
rest and would (.) probably stand a chance. 
Yeah. So it was more about them coming to you rather than you going to 
them? 
Yes indeed yes yes yeah 
Right okay 
and then I was you know I mean 'cause I didn't I didn't really tell them you 
see and then I just got elected you know I don't tell them 
Right 
because I can't I find it embarrassing going to knock on doors you know. 
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The first thing to note about this extract is that, in common with extract (2), there is no 
suggestion of the move towards joining the council being to some extent self-initiated. 
Rather, she mentions only that she was 'asked to stand by the Labour Party' (line 7) 
and was 'put up by the Labour Party' (line 15). Of interest is her reported response on 
lines 12-14 to the request to stand, in particular the point on line 14 when she recounts 
the moment she decided to stand: 'and I thought oh well I'll give it a whirl'. 
This suggests almost reluctant agreement, of - especially with the' oh well' - taking a 
chance on something which she personally would not normally consider. Also 'give it a 
whirl' downplays the notion of serious intent and commitment (compare this with 'give 
it a try' for example), as if there would not be very much personal investment in the 
outcome. The first sentence containing 'just' ('So I just I mean I literally the (.) urn I 
was put up by the Labour coun- by the Labour Party', lines 14-15) is angled against 
any suggestion that she was politically motivated to get involved, that gaining a seat on 
the council represented the coming to fruition of some long-held personal plan. The 
word 'literally', which is here functionally analogous to 'just', has already been used 
near the beginning of the sequence to help provide the same suggestion of unmotivated 
spontaneity ('it was quite literally er (0.4) I hadn't hadn't really thought about it. .. ', 
line 4). 
In line 23, 'just', together with 'and' ('and then I just got elected', line 23), helps 
accomplish the story of getting elected as coherent and complete, despite the fact that 
any active work by the councillor towards getting elected is not mentioned. A 
consequence of this is that her becoming elected sounds as if it was unexpected, 
something unplanned for. 
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In the next extract the initial topic of the exchange is the reasons for the councillor 
coming to be involved in the Conservative Party. 
(8) [C10 = Conservative borough councillor) 
1 I: Where there any particular issues though which like attracted you to the 
2 Conservative Party (0.2) particularly why why the Conservative Party? 
3 (0.3) Could you say?= 
4 C10: =Errrn (0.2) well I think my I think probably my (.) interests went back 
5 a bit further than that because I I went on a erm I was just interested in 
6 politics I felt I didnl know very much about politics and so I went on a 
7 course run by the WEA (.) and erm there was quite a lot of discussion 
8 there about the differences between different political philosophies and 
9 so on which I found quite interesting I think that's probably what 
10 fired my interest in in politics generally 
11 I: Right 
12 C10: erm and I was interested in the difference between if you like socialist 
13 and capitalist divide and how the two (.) should meet in the middle 
14 I: Mm hm 
15 C10: and erm (.) at the time when I became interested was very much a time 
16 when (.) Margaret Thatcher was quite an icon and I mean (people) have 
17 different views on Mrs Thatcher but I personally think she did a great 
18 deal [ .... ) 
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The first thing to note is the significance of the repeated mention of 'interests' or of 
being 'interested' in things (lines 4,5,9,10,12 and 15). As noted in the discussion of 
extract (2) above, a claim to have an interest can soften any suggestion of commitment 
to something by evoking a purely psychological, and thus also tentative, relation rather 
than a more active and definite - e.g. more physical - involvement. In response to the 
interviewer's initial question about 'particular issues' which attracted him to the 
Conservative Party, the councillor foregrounds personal 'interests' which predate his 
association with the Conservative Party. By uttering the word 'interests' in an 
emphatic tone, the councillor signals that the topic of his 'interests' is being posed in 
contrast to the topic raised by the question (i.e. the political reasons behind his actual 
gravitation towards the party). The councillor subsequently sets out to recount how he 
'went on a course run by the WEA' (lines 6-7). But in the midst of this recounting he 
inserts a statement which deals with the issue of motives: 'I was just interested in 
politics I felt I didn't know very much about politics'. This claim counters the 
possibility that the act of going on the course could be taken to indicate something 
more than 'just' an interest in 'politics' in general: namely, that it might be part of the 
realisation of a political ambition to join the Conservative Party in particular. There are 
again signs in this claim ofa resistance to the notion of the councillor's current 
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membership category (i.e. Conservative Party representative) being used to impute 
particular motives to past actions. 
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A little later on the councillor emphasises the contrast between an interest in politics in 
general and an interest in a specific type of politics, describing the' course run by the 
WEA' as provoking an 'interest (.) in politics generally' (line 10). 
Elsewhere, he conveys a neutral, politically innocent, 'interest' in the topic of the 
'differences between different political philosophies' (line 8) and that of the 'socialist 
and capitalist divide' (lines 12-13). It is not until the end of the sequence that he raises 
the broad theme of the Conservative Party, although he does not refer specifically to 
the Conservative Party. He merely expresses a personal liking for what 'Margaret 
Thatcher' achieved. 
The limits of 'just' 
In the final two extracts to be looked at 'just' is employed in a way which is very 
similar to that seen in extract (7). The form of this type of statement of the bottom line 
can be roughly characterised as ' ... and I just did X', where 'X' might be, for example, 
'got elected', 'got involved', or 'joined the Conservative Party'. As will be seen, the 
rhetorical employment of this move can be understood as a comparatively risky 
strategy within the constraints of the interview situation. 
The following sequence comes near the beginning of an interview which starts with the 
following question: 'I'm interested in how you got involved in local government. Is 
there anything in particular which made you get up and want to be involved and sort of 
sit in meetings and stuff'. To this the Conservative borough councillor (CS) responds 
with the claim that he 'became a member of the Conservative Party through the Young 
Conservatives'. After some further description of the process of becoming involved 
(during which we again see a claim that he was asked by someone else to stand, but no 
suggestion of self-initiation), the following sequence appears. 
(9) 
1 
2 
I: Was it a sort of a natural choice to to urn join the Young 
Conservatives and then the Conservative Party? 
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3 
4 
5 
6 
7 
8 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
C5: 
I: 
C5: 
I: 
C5: 
I: 
C5: 
Not really (.) «chuckles» not really erm I mean (.) my background 
isn1 from one necessarily that where one would expect (.) me (.) to join 
the Young Conservatives but I but I did I thought and I can't 
remember actually how I sort of got involved with them particularly= 
=Right. There wasn't a particular (.) issues at the time or anything 
[which? 
[No (.) no not at all not at all erm (.) err I just got involved like that and 
Yeah (.) [sure 
[it wasn1 (0.2) um a pre (.) um conceived idea to (.) go on 
council or or anything like that it was something that sort of evolved= 
=50 it almost wasn1 anything particularly political (.) [in that way 
[No no no 
no (.) no I mean I ! wish there weren1 politics in local govemment 
but er uum 
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In the councillor's response one can notice a concern with discounting a political 
motive to join the Young Conservatives (YCs) and the council. The first part of the 
response seems designed to suggest a spontaneous working through of possible 
reasons for becoming involved. Thus, after observing that his 'background isn't from 
one necessarily that one would expect me to join the Young Conservatives', he draws 
attention to the contrast between this and actual events: 'but I did'. By stating the 
obvious in this way, he infers the mysterious status of, or lack of personal knowledge 
concerning, the reasons for getting involved. The emphatic' did' heightens the 
impression of a fresh inquiry, of thinking aloud rather than merely confirming to the 
interviewer the facts of the matter. In this way, even before the councillor gets to the 
point of making an explicit claim not to remember how he got involved in the next line 
('and I can't remember actually how I sort of got involved with them particularly', 
lines 5-6) he has already exhibited limits to his knowledge. 
Thus we can note that the councillor does not simply deny the notion of the YCs being 
a 'natural choice' - and so provide the real reasons for the 'choice'. By suggesting a 
lack of knowledge, he can begin to imply that there was nothing memorable and 
distinct, like a particular political decision. This becomes more evident with the claim 
not to remember how he 'got involved with them particularly' (line 6). For ifhe can't 
in retrospect mention a specific attractive feature of the YCs even when compared to 
other groups, then the implication is that the existence of developed motivations or 
plans relating specifically to Conservatism must certainly be ruled out. The reason, if 
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any, for choosing this organisation is implicitly presented as being primarily apolitical, 
the path towards membership being almost arbitrary. 
The absence in the account thus far of a specific political motive for joining the YCs is 
picked up by the interviewer in his next question, the latter asking whether there 
'wasn't a particular (.) issues at the time or anything' (line 7). If there had been 
'particular issues at the time' this would imply an image of the councillor being drawn 
towards the YCs as an organisation suited to giving political expression to his 
contemporaneous concerns. The councillor responds by confinning that, as suggested 
by the interviewer, he was indeed not motivated by any such issues: 
9 
10 
11 
12 
13 
14 
15 
16 
C5: 
I: 
C5: 
I: 
C5: 
No (.) no not at all not at all enn (.) err I just got involved like that and 
Yeah (.) [sure 
[it wasn1 (0.2) um a pre um conceived idea to (.) go on 
council or or anything like that it was something that sort of evolved= 
=80 it almost wasn't anything particularly political (.) [in that way 
[No no no 
no (.) no I mean I ! wish there weren't politics in local govemment 
but er umm 
Following a repeated direct disagreement ('No (.) no not at all not at all', line 9), the 
authentic account is argued for (and the interviewer's account discounted), beginning 
with 'I just got involved like that' (line 9). This statement refers back to the 
councillor's earlier claim not to 'remember actually how I sort of got involved with 
them particularly' (line 6). It redeploys this 'got involved' in a way that can suggest 
that an unmotivated and haphazard process of getting involved is an authentic and 
complete account. There is an notable ambiguity in the words 'like that' which follow 
'just got involved'. They can sound as if they are referring back to the earlier response 
as providing the reason for getting involved - even though the process by which the 
speaker got involved is not specified there. Alternatively, there is the suggestion of 
something 'just' happening, not quite by magic but at least in a way as to defy any 
attempt to attribute to the councillor some plan or directive awareness. The claim to 
have 'just got involved like that' provides a sense of closure and rules out alternative 
accounts. The successful accomplishment of 'just got involved like that' as a sufficient 
and reasonable response is evidenced by the interviewer's 'Yeah (.) sure' immediately 
following it. When the councillor goes on to elaborate his account we are given a more 
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overt expression of the councillor's argumentative concern, although now with 
reference to his entry onto the council. Any prior intention ('a preconceived idea', line 
11) to become involved is undermined in favour of this outcome being 'something that 
sort of evolved' (line 12). As with joining the YCs, it 'just' happened, such that it 
cannot be explained in terms of some overall design or purpose. 
Finally, the interviewer makes the theme of political motivation explicit on line 13: 'So 
it almost wasn't anything particularly political'. In order to discount this attributed 
motive, the ideal of non-politicised local government is employed ('no I mean I I wish 
there weren't politics in local government', line IS). Hence, an expressed 'wish' for a 
non-politicised local government is presented as sufficient to deny any political wish to 
get involved. 
In the final extract, a very similar employment of 'just' to that just discussed is to be 
seen. Immediately prior to the start of the sequence, the Conservative town councillor 
(C7) has been describing early enthusiastic encounters with politics whilst still at 
school. These are said to have resulted from one teacher's frequent digressions on the 
subject during class. 
(10) 
1 I: 
2 
3 C7: 
4 
5 
6 I: 
7 
.8 C7: 
9 
10 I: 
11 C7: 
12 I: 
13 
14 C7: 
15 
16 I: 
17 C7: 
18 
19 
20 
21 
22 
Did you think then that you sort of had an interest in politics then in 
that sense? 
Well that sort of then brought me in because I was interested in history and 
could see the difference in the world as it was between the wars and how 
it changed after the wars. 
Did that push you in a particular direction for example towards 
Conservatism? 
Err ah aa I don't know I joined some (.) a couple of groups and I ran 
a church club err but I couldn't vote till I was twenty one in those days 
Yeah sure 
(.) and (.) I just joined the Conservative Party 
Yeah 
(0.2) 
because basically after the election (.) in Nineteen Forty-five and 
the landslide that er occurred (.) for the Labour group 
Yeah 
and I did feel that even at that age some of them weren't very (.) 
clever at er you know they were a bit err sort of (.) well I won't use 
the word bolshy 'cause that's communism but they were a bit (.) 
bombastic you know people like Bevin, Morrison and all these people 
er er I felt that they were (.) bullying people to do things rather 
than and er they weren't really capable of running the country 
--------------------------~--------
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Recalling the observations made in the discussion of extract (8), we can observe that 
the interviewer's first question is phrased in terms of' an interest' and of 'politics' in 
general. That is to say, it is certainly not inviting the interviewee to a affirm some 
active partisan commitment. This may account for the councillor's relatively 
affirmative response: 'Well that sort of then brought me in because 1 was interested in 
history ... ' (lines 3-5). The interviewer then enquires into the implications of such an 
'interest' for the councillor's political career - for actual political involvement ('Did 
that push you in a particular direction for example towards Conservatism', lines 6-7). 
On this occasion the subsequent reply is much less affirmative. The interviewer's 
question on lines 6-7 is especially significant for introducing the notion of political 
motivation. The depiction offered is of the councillor's interest forming the basis of a 
purposeful and directed move towards Conservatism. Correspondingly, the rhetorical 
target of the councillor's response appears to be the notion of personal political 
ambition. The 'I don't know' (line 8) at the beginning of his response allows the 
postponement of a clear agreement or disagreement with the question, instead setting 
up the subsequent claim as a telling which is not positioned as a answer. Moreover, 'I 
don't know' provides this claim with an 'on the hoof quality (potter, 1997), as if this 
is the first occasion that the matter has been thought through. In this way, it helps 
protect the subsequent claim from appearing biased, as reflecting a personal interest in 
downplaying political ambition. 
In contrast to the interviewer's version of active and directed realisation of certain 
political interests, the councillor evokes a more casual and disjointed process of 
becoming involved in politics~ As in extract (9), there is suggested to be a slightly 
elusive evolution of membership of the Conservative Party. Thus, for example, 'I 
joined some (.) a couple of groups and I ran a church club', seems to work against the 
image of the councillor ambitiously realising some kind oflarger political design. By 
not specifYing what groups he 'joined', or which church club he ran, he downplays the 
theme of partisan commitment. The theme of a general interest in politics is therefore 
still salient. Other elements contribute to a tone suggestive of a pedestrian and 
haphazard process as opposed to a clear political trajectory or mission. These include 
the word 'couple' for example, rather than 'two' groups, as well as the slightly 
incongruent sounding 'but I couldn't vote till I was twenty one in those days' (line 9)~ 
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Next, on line 11, comes the moment when a more explicit partisan political upshot is 
provided: 'and (.) I just joined the Conservative Party'. Like in extract (9), 'just' 
provides a sense of an unplanned evolution of party membership. Central to this effect 
is its position following the prior train of events. By connecting it to these casual, 
unspecified events in this way, the special status of 'joined the Conservative Party' as 
signalling a partisan political commitment is downgraded. Again, it is the 'and' which 
helps accomplish the absence of specific motivated activity by the speaker leading to 
membership of the party. The councillor's selection of 'joined the Conservative Party', 
in contrast to the interviewer's image of being 'towards Conservatism' (line 7), is also 
significant in relation to the party representative's dilemma. The former description 
acknowledges his role as a Conservative councillor, whilst downplaying any affiliation 
with particular political ideas. In contrast, it would be difficult to talk of moving 
towards 'Conservatism' without implying a more intellectual engagement. 
However, despite 'I just joined the Conservative Party' being presented as a self-
sufficient account and as a bid for closure, it appears not to be accepted by the 
interviewer in this way. Following the interviewer's single 'yeah' (line 12) - contrasted 
with the longer 'yeah sure' earlier in line 10 - there is a 0.2 second pause before the 
councillor proceeds to give an explanation for joining the Conservative Party: 'Because 
basically after the election ... " line 14). A compelling explanation for this pattern is that 
the recipient - i.e. the interviewer - does not treat the councillor's statement as a 
closing, but as incomplete and to be accompanied with further explanation. Arguably, 
in this case the ideological accomplishment of non-politics seems to have foundered. 
This analysis can be buttressed by comparison with extract (9). 
7 I: 
8 
9 CS: 
10 I: 
11 CS: 
12 
13 I: 
14 CS: 
15 
16 
=Right. There wasn't a particular (.) issues at the time or anything 
[which 
[No (.) no not at all not at all erm (.) err I just got involved like that and 
Yeah (.) [sure 
[it wasnl (0.2) urn a pre urn conceived idea to (.) go on 
council or or anything like that it was something that sort of evolved= 
=So it almost wasn't anything particular1y political (.) [in that way 
[No no no 
no (.) no I mean I ! wish there weren't politics in local government 
but er umm 
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In extract (9) the negative form of the interviewer's question on line 7 (confirming 
what was to be discounted) seems already to be offering safe ground for a 'just got 
involved' response. In contrast, the similarly positioned question in extract (10) - 'Did 
that push you in a particular direction ... ' - is not phrased negatively and so the use of 
'just' can perhaps with hindsight be understood as a more precarious strategy. The 
differing sequential trajectories are illustrated with the contrasting acknowledgement 
tokens following the use of 'just': 'Yeah (.) sure' (line 10) in extract (9) and the 
weaker 'yeah' (line 12) in extract (10). 
These observations outline a conflict in extract (10) between the ideological 
employment of 'just' and the dynamics of a particular interactive context which 
requires a more developed explanation for joining the Conservative Party to be 
produced. However, even when we look at the form of this more developed account, 
we can detect resistance to clear positive partisan commitment. The explanation (lines 
14-22) for joining the Conservative Party is phrased negatively, in terms of the 
unattractiveness of the Labour Party. 
This pattern seems quite distinct from the earlier form of bottom line argument which 
appeared mostly in accounts of one's personal stance. In such instances, 
accommodation with potential opposing argumentative concerns, and the establishment 
of an authentic-inauthentic, bottom line-top line, distinction, helped constitute a 
reliable means of accomplishing a non-politicallnon-partisan version. However, the use 
of 'just' within accounts of becoming involved in politics can make relevant a 
'because', or further explanation. Its appeal to acceptance without any further 
explanation or accommodation to some notion of political motivation is both an 
beneficial strategy in terms of the preference for non-politics, and yet more risky in 
terms of the possibility that the interviewer will not go along with it by accepting 'just' 
as sufficient. 
Conclusion 
CHAPTER 10 
CONCLUSION 
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The findings of the preceding empirical chapters will firstly be summarised. In Chapter 
5 a study of newspaper reports of council-related meetings produced some broad 
evidence of a possible change, in a more consensual direction, of both the actual 
atmosphere of the meetings, and, more importantly, in terms of social representations 
of, or tastes pertaining to, political conduct. When, in subsequent chapters, it came to 
considering councillors' own accounts these were seen to be broadly consistent with 
the general tendencies outlined in Chapter 5. Reflecting their situation within the post-
ideological period, the accounts were seen both to explicitly register a political change 
having taken place and at the same time to demonstrate particular evaluative 
judgements regarding the change, and thus also about different types of political 
conduct. In Chapter 6 particular emphasis was given to councillors' stories of political 
change in the council and further afield. The most common suggestion, and one that 
appeared in accounts of both Labour and Conservative councillors, was of the present 
non-adversarial politics being an improvement on the adversarial politics of the past. 
But opposing forms of historical consciousness were shown to be available to the same 
speaker, serving useful practical purposes - especially party-political ones - within the 
immediate social situation of the council. There was seen to be a routine reliance by 
councillors on particular histories in understanding and giving meaning to the council 
and to the current political situation more generally. For example, at one point a 
councillor could be seen to draw on the ideal of the non-political council to celebrate 
the past and criticise the present party-politicised situation, as well as the speaker's 
political opponents who happened to be the current controlling group. But at other 
times, one could detect signs of politically partisan action in the council being looked 
on positively, and again used to nostalgically celebrate the past. In the final section of 
analysis, it was seen how an appeal to long-term historical progress, which was said to 
have condemned the left/right distinction to descriptive impotence, could constitute a 
strong justification for 'moving on' from thinking in left/right terms. 
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Chapter 7 built on the earlier identification of a preference for non-partisan politics by 
focusing on accounts of self It was seen how the notion of personal partisanship was 
recurrently discounted by councillors, especially via claims for a concern with the 
community as a whole. In this chapter, an argument was made for viewing the anti-
partisanship within a wider historical context of Third Way attacks on particularistic 
political agendas. The remainder of the analysis began to give support to this argument 
by outlining the two-sided form of talk would could be said to characterise a time of 
political transition. This discursive pattern involved both recognition of recent political 
change in the council and further afield, and ambivalence between the theme of change 
in self-positioning, and the theme of personal consistency with its suggestion of a 
moral self. At one moment a councillor might make a claim for a non-partisan self, 
suggesting that he had sympathy for both left and right ideas. In this case the 
production of the claim was such that it sounded as if it would have always applied. 
But then at the next moment, whilst explaining why the left/right distinction meant 
'less and less', the speaker refers back to his earlier analysis of the distinction's lack of 
discriminatory power for support, in the process of which he treats it as historically 
specific. 
It was suggested that a possible means of managing the dilemmatic themes would 
consist of a claim that other councillors had moved to the non-partisan position which 
the speaker had always inhabited. Overall, the invocation of historical change, and its 
denial in the case of the self, were understood as contributing to the same end the 
consolidation of the transition to a post-ideological settlement. 
. '. 
Chapter 8 attempted to give a more complex picture of speakers' anti-partisan 
preferences by suggesting how, in a situation whereby partisan divisions and loyalties 
still have some force, the situated realisation of such preferences would necessarily be 
a thoroughly ambivalent affair. Commonly, in all of the rhetorical moves outlined, 
partisanship was seen to be both affirmed and denied. But despite this process, the 
sense was of the preference for non-partisanship having the historical upper hand. If 
the choice was between identifYing with party or with left/right, the former would be 
chosen by a sort of 'lesser of two evils' logic. It was as if party identification was 
somehow less partisan and thus less problematic. Then, at another moment party itself 
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would be resisted. (For the New Labour adherent, however, it was party identification 
which provided 'good reasons' for non-partisanship. For the other two speakers, in 
contrast, party"political identification was always a temporary move.) It was seen how 
what divisive party-political arguments there were seemed to be incorporated within a 
process of confirming the strength of the shared habits and assumptions which 
transcended party lines. Overall, the strength of the common patterns of resistance to 
partisanship outlined in this chapter was very marked, and so also was the sense of it as 
belonging to the current moment of the ascendancy of post-ideological politics. 
Finally, in Chapter 9 an attempt was made to detail two recurrent rhetorical 
manoeuvres, both consisting of an appeal to the 'bottom line', for accomplishing a 
non-political version in favour of a political version. The first means of perfonning 
such a task involved a rhetorical accommodation to the dispreferred (political) version 
through acknowledging its reasonableness - and thus forestalling the objections which 
an outright rejection might provoke - but still in the end presenting the preferred (non-
political) version as more authentic. Secondly, the examination of uses of the word 
'just' suggested two significant aspects to this discursive move. On one hand, it could 
be said to indicate a common and automatic treatment by speakers of politics as 
something which needed to be defended against. It meant that speakers did not merely 
provide a non-political account but one imbued with an ideologically significant 
justificatory tone. On the other hand, it was seen to be a means of arguing for 
something which was inexpressible or beyond argument. This was especially noticeable 
in the case of denials of political ambition in favour of inferring an unplanned evolution 
of political involvement. The use of 'just' in this role was seen not to be as assured as 
the strategy of rhetorical identification, instead being much more dependent on the 
interviewer's reaction. There were again signs in the stories of becoming involved in 
local government of the past being presented in a particular way so as to deal with 
concerns in the present. This time, different accounts of becoming involved could 
provide for particular interpretations regarding the political significance of the 
speaker's current official party affiliation. 
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In sum, an attempt has been made in the preceding chapters to study the end -of-
ideology era as it is reflected in the mundane discursive construction of politics. We 
have seen how political categories, and their relation to self, are subject to discursive 
negotiation by speakers which in turn reflects the categories' and speakers' position 
within a particular ideological-evaluative framework. In this way, the current study can 
be broadly compared to other work which looks at the ideological work of defining 
politics itself (Donald and Hall, 1986; Edelman., 1977). A particularly rich strand here 
consists of the feminist critiques of the way politics has been identified with the public 
realm, and as a masculine activity which is nonetheless presented as the gender-neutral 
norm (Phillips, 1998). 
The different chapters point to the range of ways that speakers routinely acquiesce to 
the message that partisan political struggle, and the associated atmosphere of ethical 
questioning, is no longer required. In this way, speakers' accounts to some extent 
correspond to broader contemporary tendencies whereby, at a time when politics as a 
whole becomes a spectacle of impotency in the face of the international economy, there 
is a retreat from ethical responsibility (cf. Bauman, 1993). The Third Way agenda 
which officially presents itself as going beyond dogmatic, particularistic positions, in 
order to suit the more reflexive and knowledgeable inhabitants of the late modem 
period, now becomes a model which the patterning of the thought oflocal councillors 
often unknowingly imitates. We see the practical implications of the fact that the 
exhortation to embrace a new politics of 'openness' and conciliation, involves, 
centrally, a stigmatisation of its opposite .. One can thus observe in detail how the 
ideology of the end-of-ideology actually cashes out at a social-psychological level. A 
key lesson is of the folly of attempts to deny the existence and influence of one's own 
ideological presuppositions: attempts to go beyond them to a realm of unfettered, 
empirical thought, can themselves have the effect of supporting political 
submissiveness and thus also whatever the prevailing ideological assumptions happen 
to be. 
During the first end-of-ideology era, C. Wright Mills (1959) famously expressed the 
concern that with an increase in technological advancement and more rationally 
organised social arrangements people mistakenly came to imagine that their ability to 
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reason, and their freedom generally, had also advanced correspondingly. This, Mills 
argued, led people to forget that such values as reason and freedom, and questions of 
how their vitality might be ensured, still had to be subject to debate, and factors 
causing them to be limited, or fallen short of, identified. It is a similar danger today 
which the findings of the study warn about. It is the one expressed by Bauman (1999) 
in terms of, on one hand, people feeling more free than ever before in their own 
personal milieux; and yet, on the other hand, feeling powerless when it comes to any 
collective ability to shape the public good, to fundamentally bring within the remit of 
democratic processes the forms of power which provide the invisible colour of daily 
life itself (Eagleton, 1996) and determine many other aspects of existence. The above 
analyses constitute an attempt to demonstrate the practical compatibility of, on one 
hand, a liberal politics of freedom and unfettered thought; and on the other hand a 
resistance to a politics of challenge to the status quo. 
Speakers' preferences for non-partisanship and a politics offatalism have been shown 
to be thoroughly bound up with the affirmation of partisan themes. The continuing 
presence of political divisions - both party-political and left/right - and the different 
loyalties which they demand, means that the realisation of preferences for non-
partisanship must often remain ambivalent, rather than involving straightforward 
denials and affirmations. In its portrayal of an unsettled mix of common sense themes, 
the analysis of the discursive reproduction of the politics of continuity turns out to 
show the potential for change, especially in the relational configuration and evaluative 
patterning of such themes. One of the clearest signs of this is the variation in 
preferences amongst the interviewees - especially amongst the Labour councillors -
despite the fact that a Third Way orientation is to be found in the talk of 
representatives of all three main parties. This variation was seen in Chapter 6 with the 
divide between those Conservative and Labour councillors who saw the rise of non-
adversarial politics, beyond left and right, as representing progress; and the other 
Labour councillors who understood it in terms of a loss. When looked at from the 
perspective of an ideological analysis, it appears that formal party_political affiliations 
have declined in importance as the main principle of division, as compared to 
differences in tastes concerning the desirable form of politics. 
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An important indication of a historical tension is also seen in the form of the Labour 
councillor in Chapter 8, who both suggested on one occasion some personal distance 
from the New Labour agenda, and yet also, many times, tacitly displayed Third Way 
preferences. This situation contrasted with the Labour councillor who came across as 
more consistent with his readiness to explicitly identifY with the New Labour agenda, 
as well as the tacit anti-partisanship. 
Most of the interviews were conducted at a time - the beginning and end of 1998 -
when New Labour appeared to be especially unwilling to define a more partisan, 
recognisably left-of-centre, agenda. It was only later - around mid 2000 for example 
(Hattersley, 2000) - with the General Election fast approaching, that it became more 
audacious in increasing spending on public services, and in taking a more openly pro-
European stance in opposition to the Euro-sceptic lobby. This, then, throws up the 
possibility of studying if and how, with the emergence of a partisan tone in the run-up 
to the election, and with New Labour wanting to give encouragement to its traditional 
supporters, the talk of the local party representatives may over time reflect this wider 
change in atmosphere. An important question here would be whether the wider 
national changes may have echoes in the atmosphere within the council. 
On the other hand, New Labour has still not come much closer to openly presenting 
itself as realising left-of-centre concerns. Rather, the strategy is to lumber the 
Conservatives with the label rightwing - and thus condemn them as narrow, partisan 
and even dogmatic in outlook - whilst portraying itself as the efficient and competent 
manager, able, in a time of relative economic health, to give something to everyone. 
The preceding analysis, which has provided a snapshot of the times, points also to the 
value of continuing to look for how the discursive patteming and structures of thought 
which have been identified, may develop in the future. 
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